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Abstract 
 
Gendered moral rationalities in combining motherhood and employment 
 A case study of Sri Lanka 
 
Delapolage Thilakshi Deepika Kodagoda 
 
Over the last three decades, the impact of dramatic change in the social, 
religious, political and economic environment has led to a rapid expansion in 
the number of women entering the paid labour force in Sri Lanka as 
elsewhere. However, their identities and workload continue to be defined 
around caring work, especially for children. Not surprisingly, employed 
mothers endeavour to balance these two central spheres of their life, family 
and work. This research focuses on the contradictions of mothers‟ work-life 
balance. It does so through an analysis of how successfully (or 
unsuccessfully) professional and managerial mothers in Sri Lanka combine 
motherhood with paid work, and how they understand this in terms of 
gendered identities and social norms. This example also allows an evaluation 
of western derived theories about mothers‟ decision making in the context of 
a developing, Asian country. Grounded theory was used to examine mothers‟ 
narratives about life in the family and at work, drawn from in-depth qualitative 
interviews, along with data from some representative secondary sources, in 
order to explore these questions. This thesis demonstrates that working 
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women‟s mothering leads to the formation of a gendered identity which varies 
according to different socio-cultural and religious opportunities and 
constraints. Using the Bourdieu approach the research suggests how 
everyday life operates in terms of habitus, field and capital. However, these 
working mothers have low capacity to achieve a work-life balance and this 
may lead to complex social problems.  
Key   Words:   Motherhood,   employment,   professional   and managerial 
mothers, Sri Lanka 
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Introduction 
 
Background of the study 
Over the last three decades, the impact of dramatic change in the social, 
religious, political and economic environment has led to a rapid expansion 
in the number of women entering the paid labour force in Sri Lanka as 
elsewhere. This transformation has enabled women to gain civil and 
economic rights, supported by anti-discriminatory legislation. 
Consequently, the male-breadwinner model of the gender division of 
labour has become less central. Parallel to these social and material 
modifications, women‟s social role was centred on a „worker/carer‟ role. 
Studies have reported that the family continues to be the most important 
life interest of employed mothers (Meththananda, 1989 on Sri Lanka; 
Crompton, 1999, on the UK; Wijetilake, 2000 on Sri Lanka). This means 
that although mothers are expected to give high commitment to their 
employment, their emotionalised involvement in mothering responsibilities 
remains just as important as before (cf. Duncan, 2005, on the UK; 
Crompton, 2006; May, 2008, on Finland). In a similar way, paid work is 
also vital because it provides on the one hand family income and on the 
other social status and identity for the family and the individual (Glezer et 
al., 1997, on Australia). Therefore, not surprisingly, employed mothers 
endeavour to balance two central spheres of their life: family and work. 
Mothers thus experience employment and family conflicts when the 
demand of one role interferes with participation in or performance of the 
other (Noor, 2002, on Malaysia).   
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Some researchers even go so far as to claim that there are wider and 
deleterious social effects from such conflict; for example, mothers‟ 
employment might lead to a loss of local community because of the time 
deficit for maintaining family life and reciprocal kin, friend and neighbour 
relations (Etzioni, 1995; Edwards, 2004, on the UK). On the other hand, 
one might equally argue that mothers‟ employment can increase 
satisfaction and well being, not only for the women in question but also for 
their families (greater resources and role model for children) and for 
communities where the stock of social and human capital is increased and 
more widely socially distributed (Duncan, 1999 on the UK; Perrons et al., 
2006 on the UK).  
In addition, as Crompton (1999) explains for the UK, the increase in 
women‟s participation in the labour force is one of the major trends which 
push women to redefine themselves.  By entering the work force, for 
whatever reason, this does not mean that women can easily escape from 
their household responsibilities (Crompton, 1999). The changes in 
women‟s employment patterns have redesigned their motherhood roles. 
Different women, in different social groups in different countries, seem to 
have achieved the „redesign‟ in different ways (Duncan et al., 2003, on the 
UK). Studies also acknowledge that „motherhood‟ seems to be a major 
limiting factor for career advancement (Acker, 1990; Crompton and Harris, 
1999; Duncan et al, 2003; Watts, 2007; May, 2008). Moreover, one 
example is myself: as a mother of two daughters working in a male 
dominated organisation in Sri Lanka as a university teacher, I found many 
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unavoidable constraints on my career advancement and generally a very 
low take-up rate for supposedly mother-friendly facilities and policies. Thus 
this situation encouraged me to explore this question more widely. As 
elsewhere, I expect a similar situation in Sri Lanka.  
Hence the daily challenges of work-life balance become a crucial social 
research issue. Work-life contradiction also creates important policy 
suggestions such as for extended childcare and paid parental leave, 
including maternity and paternity leave. A better understanding of the 
work-family problem enables enhancement of social policy support as 
appropriate to the social context. Accordingly, researchers have 
acknowledged the importance of work-life balance issues in the 
contemporary world and particularly there has been a continuous debate 
about women‟s different employment orientation towards the labour 
market, positioned as women‟s preferences versus constraints. The first 
aim of this thesis, therefore, is to examine how professional and 
managerial women combine motherhood with paid work in Sri Lanka, how 
they find the balance between employment and family work and how 
respondents understand combining motherhood with paid work in terms of 
preferences, structural constraints, social norms and gendered identities.   
Three levels of competing pre-existing understandings of how motherhood 
and employment are combined can be identified in literature in the UK and 
Western Europe. The first theorisation is that women‟s orientation towards 
the labour market is heterogeneous and that the majority of women are 
less committed to employment and give priority to home responsibility over 
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their paid-work (Hakim, 2002). Thus Hakim (2002) sees modern women as 
having „heterogeneity of lifestyle preferences‟ (2002) between family and 
market work in rich societies rather than older patriarchal understandings.  
In contrast advocates of the second theorisation believe that women are 
severely constrained by social structures such as state policy, family and 
labour market (Ginn et al., 1996; Crompton and Harris, 1999; Pfau-
Effinger, 1999; McRae, 2003). Further, Walby (1989) generalises this by 
claiming that it is the nature of „patriarchical structure‟ that dominates 
women‟s position in any given society. She theorises patriarchy as a 
system of social structures and practices in which men dominate, oppress 
and exploit women. In between the first two theorisations, the third argues 
that women‟s own culturally and socially structured identity explains this 
balancing act (Duncan and Edwards, 1999; Duncan et al., 2003; Duncan, 
2005). Similarly, Blair-Loy (2003), akin to Duncan et al. (2003) in 
prioritising women‟s moral and emotional commitment, sees schemas of 
work and family devotions as explaining the balance between motherhood 
and employment. Finally, Irwin (2005) explains the importance of 
relationality between gender identity and cultural and structural constraints 
in a context. 
These studies have offered new and rich insights into the issues of work-
family balance. At the same time, various governments have introduced 
family-friendly policies to support mothers, as well as for active fathers, 
most notably in Sweden (Björnberg, 2002).  Women are still severely 
segregated horizontally and vertically in their workplaces in Scandinavia 
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as elsewhere and surveys regularly show the disruption to family-work 
balance (Björnberg, 2002; Leon, 2009). It is evident that current work-
family conceptualisations are limited in understanding this socially 
embedded, universal problem. These inadequate theorisations are 
problematic when attempting analysis of differing social and economic 
contexts. A detailed understanding of the problem in different contexts and 
how context matters is therefore needed.  
One observation of the literature is that most of the theorisations have 
been constructed with empirical data from Europe and North America. 
Therefore the second aim of this research is to assess whether these 
theories are relevant only to modern Western capitalism or whether they 
can be tested in the context of Eastern developing countries with different 
economic and cultural conditions. In this regard, a social context is vital, 
particularly because it is evident that global impacts can always create 
rapid changes in labour markets and family structures within their 
historically rooted values. The limited number of publications on the issue 
is very obvious in the literature although the struggle of working women in 
Sri Lanka is probably the same as in other countries. The next aim is to 
contribute to the literature by filling this research gap. 
To do this, this thesis questions how professional and managerial women 
combine motherhood with paid work in Sri Lanka, how they find a balance 
between employment and household work, how this combination relates to 
women‟s relationships with their families and employers, how respondents 
understand this combination in terms of gendered identities and social 
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norms, how this understanding is arrived at and finally, what the policy 
implications are particularly for professionals and managers in Sri Lanka. 
By addressing the above research questions, I argue that gender identity 
is a central factor in explaining mothers‟ decisions in combining 
motherhood and employment. Moreover, I show how micro behaviours, 
particularly of mothers, become gendered in different ways, and also how 
macro-level decisions, such as state policies, workplace regulations and 
social understandings influence the reshaping of contemporary mothers‟ 
major life domains, work and family. This examination proceeds first by 
using a cross-case comparison method with the health and banking 
sectors in Sri Lanka. These contain two different hierarchical 
organisational structures.  Second, the research takes a multi-disciplinary 
approach, using feminist, sociological, public policy and management 
research. Third, it uses in-depth, semi-structured interviews with 23 
respondents as the core research technique. Finally, grounded theory 
approach has influenced the appropriate choice of method for analysing 
evidence on how mothers combine mothering with employment. 
Structure of the thesis 
This thesis contains six chapters. The purpose of Chapter 1 is to explain 
the rationale for the selection of Sri Lanka as a country case study. First, 
Sri Lanka as an eastern developing country; second, the cultural 
conditions and trends of women‟s education attainment and labour market 
participation; and third, socio-economic status of women in Sri Lanka.  
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Chapter 2 reviews theorisations of how working mothers combine 
motherhood with employment. This starts from a critique of a more 
economic theorisation, preference theory, and at the second level, the 
chapter goes on to review the contribution of feminist critics of this 
approach, who instead give greater emphasise to the social and structural 
constraints, such as class, patriarchy, workplace practices and state 
bureaucracy. At the third level, the chapter focuses on gender 
arrangements and how mothers themselves create gendered identities 
which then structure their navigation through various opportunities and 
constraints. At the fourth level, the chapter discusses the importance of 
mutuality of „normative and structural‟ processes for understanding of 
mothers‟ decision on combining motherhood and employment. At the next 
level, the chapter details Bourdieu‟s key concepts of habitus, field and 
capital as a conceptual framework for the analysis of mothers‟ decision in 
combining motherhood and employment. Finally, by identifying the 
limitations of these theorisations, particular methodological and empirical 
research gaps in the existing work are highlighted.  
In Chapter 3, on methodology, the research design and choice of methods 
is discussed. First, I discuss and justify the use of case studies in the 
banking and health sectors of mothers‟ combination of paid work and 
unpaid domestic work in Sri Lanka. I explain why data collection via semi-
structured and structured interviews was most appropriate, and discuss 
the difficulties (and potential difficulties) of relying on a small core sample.  
Finally, I discuss the rationale for the analytical strategy used - a form of 
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thematic analysis influenced by grounded theory. In so doing the chapter 
gives details of the open coding, axial coding, memo writing, constant 
comparison and selective coding and the sub-categories thereby defined: 
„gendered identities and responsibilities‟, „structural and social constraints 
and opportunities‟ and „outcomes of combining motherhood and 
employment‟ and the core category, „gendered moral rationality‟. Finally, 
the chapter concludes by drawing attention to ethical considerations. 
Chapter 4 details analytical procedures and analyses the data generated 
through the semi-structured and structured techniques in interviews with 
five women professionals and five women managerial employees in each 
of the two sectors of health and banking in Sri Lanka. Further, this is 
supplemented by ten family members (eight husbands, a mother and a 
daughter) and three directors from each sector. This chapter focuses on 
the second and third sub-categories „constraints and opportunities‟ and 
„outcomes in combining motherhood and employment‟ which are revealed 
through the grounded analysis of participants‟ narratives. Structural and 
cultural elements such as state policies; leave arrangements, transfer 
policy and work hours and rules, regulations and practices, recruitment, 
promotion and appraisal procedures and workplace facilities are explored. 
This chapter also discusses the negative and positive outcomes, 
particularly the availability of childcare, gendered workplace culture, long 
working hours and limited transferability of work responsibility on 
combining motherhood and employment. 
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Chapter 5 starts by exploring the „core‟ category of „gendered moral 
rationality‟, and the first „sub-category‟ of „gendered identities and 
responsibilities‟ which are identified in the previous chapter. Varying 
gendered moral rationalities on combining work and care, differentiated by 
sectors and ethnic group, by mother‟s age, are described. 
Chapter 6, developing the detailed work in Chapters 4 and 5, examines 
the core category, gendered moral rationality, more closely. The chapter 
demonstrates how and why mothers are „gendered‟, how they are „moral‟ 
and why they take „rational‟ decisions. Further, following the Bourdieuian 
key concepts of habitus, field and capital, it examines how social context 
and state policies are turned into a gendered construct. This chapter also 
considers implications for theory and practice, particularly policy 
improvements. Finally, the chapter discusses the research limitations and 
makes suggestions for future research. 
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Chapter 1 
Sri Lanka as a Case Study 
 
1.1  Introduction 
The purpose of this chapter is to explain and justify Sri Lanka as case 
study where the case study is carried out to investigate mothers‟ decision 
in combining paid work and unpaid domestic work. In section 1.2, the 
rationale for the selection of Sri Lanka as country case study is described.  
First, Sri Lanka as an eastern developing country; second, cultural 
condition and trends of women‟s educational attainment and labour market 
participation; third, socio-cultural status of women in Sri Lanka. Section 1.3 
then explains the case studies used for the research, the public health and 
banking sectors in the Western Province of Sri Lanka and section 1.4 
concludes. 
1.2  Sri Lanka as case study 
There are principally three reasons for choosing Sri Lanka as a case study 
for this research.   
1.2.1  Sri Lanka as an eastern developing country 
First and foremost the particular position of relative gender equality set in a 
developing country allows a good test for evaluating theoretical debates on 
women‟s participation in paid work which have been developed in the first 
world context, as discussed in Chapter 2. Gender inequality, at least in 
these economic terms, is relatively constant between Sri Lanka and first 
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world situations but the overall social and economic context is different. 
For example, Sri Lanka scored just below the UK (16th v 15th place out of 
130 countries) in the 2009 Global Gender Gap Report ranking of countries 
by gender equality (World Economic Forum, 2009). In particular, although 
the Sri Lankan government encourages and recruits more female workers 
for public sector employment, there is no „women friendly‟ gender regime 
as in the western developed countries. Further, emphasising this 
comparative role, there is currently a lack of empirical research in Sri 
Lanka available to understand how mothers combine motherhood with 
employment.  
In addition, over the past two decades, the growing share of the services 
sector in GDP has been one of the salient and notable trends in the Sri 
Lankan economy, overshadowing the traditional agriculture export based 
economy. Of the total employed population, 41% in 2005 were recorded 
as employed in the service sector which shows the highest proportion of 
employment by major industry group. According to the Sri Lanka Census 
and Statistics Department (Sri Lanka Government, 2007), this sector has 
been the highest contributor to GDP, accounting for 56% share in 2006. 
Esping-Andersen (1993a: 236) argues, 
“The service economy is everywhere associated with the evolution 
of two gendered labour markets. Except for routine administrative 
and sales jobs, the traditional Fordist economy remains 
predominately male. The evolving services are becoming a 
women‟s labour market”.   
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As Esping-Andersen argued this particular trend has further favoured 
women‟s entry into the formal labour market in Sri Lanka as elsewhere, in 
part because of a „caring‟ image of women. In turn, this development 
seems to have fed back into the cultural system, where women became 
both more culturally valued as workers and more assertive in this role.  
 Moreover, Sri Lanka is a pluralist society with different religious ethnic and 
legal traditions within it, which emphasises its case study role for exploring 
mothers‟ diverse understandings and attitudes on combining motherhood 
and employment. The negative side of this diversity is, however, more 
than two decades of armed conflicts which have hindered economic 
progress and adversely affected the socio-economic conditions of the 
country. For example, poverty and unemployment rates are especially high 
for women in the North and the East provinces most affected by armed 
conflicts (see Figure 1.1, p.34) (Sri Lanka Government, 2005). In this vein, 
the class concept will reveal interesting outcomes about how different 
class-based mothers combine motherhood and employment in Sri Lanka, 
not because there is a high income disparity in a diverse class culture, but 
because gender-based poverty has widened in all sectors between men 
and women, as shown in the Millennium Development Goal Report (Sri 
Lanka Government, 2005). 
 
 
13 
 
1.2.2  Cultural condition and trends of women‟s education attainment and 
labour market participation 
The second reason for choosing Sri Lanka is the particular position of 
cultural conditions around gender relations such that, inter alia, there are 
more favourable cultural conditions for the expansion of women‟s paid 
work than in other developing countries in the region. Thus in the World 
Economic Forum (2009) Global Gender Gap Report ranking of countries 
by gender equality, based on indices of economic participation and 
opportunity, educational attainment, political empowerment and health 
and survival, Sri Lanka scored 16th place with Pakistan at 127, India at 
114 and the Scandinavian countries in the top positions.  
In ancient Sri Lanka, although the ideology of male breadwinner was 
important, the mother was the main role model of the family. The position 
of the mother within a family unit was respected as that of an important 
family member within the traditional agricultural economy. The family unit 
was identified in association with its collectivity rather than with the 
respective individuals who formed it (Meththananda, 1990). Men, women 
and older children worked together in the cultivation of rice fields for their 
wellbeing. However, some cultivation work was identified as men‟s jobs 
and in a similar way some work was identified as women‟s tasks. Only 
younger children were taught language and religion at the nearest temple 
or church and girls were not allowed to have much education. During this 
time, the majority of women were illiterate and ignorant about education 
14 
 
believing that the function as a mother and homemaker do not require any 
formal education.  
However, the historical evidence reveals how some exceptional women 
(queens) contributed to religious and political activities of their ruling 
periods; thus Queens Anula and Soma ruled the country in their own 
ways. As a result of these, Sri Lankan women have a relatively better 
status than women in many other developing countries but have yet to 
achieve gender equality and empowerment in line with international norms 
(Sri Lanka Government, 2005). The Constitution of Sri Lanka has 
guaranteed gender equality as a fundamental right (Sri Lanka Constitution 
(1978: 12(2) and (3)). Therefore, women in Sri Lanka are not subjected to 
different unkind social traditions as compared to other countries in the 
region. While this picture seems common to many pre-industrial, 
agricultural societies (Jayawardana, 1986), there was one important 
difference in Sri Lanka from other traditional societies. Buddhism, the 
predominant religion, does not overtly discriminate against women but 
allows them to mix equally with men (Karunarathne, 1999). As Buddhist 
philosophy describes “a wife should be ministered to by her husband in 
five ways: by respecting her; by his courtesy; by being faithful to her; by 
handing over authority to her and by providing her with adornment” 
(Rahula, 1959:75).  
Following these traditions, Buddhism in Sri Lanka opened up the social 
sphere for women in all strata of society (Jayawardana, 1986). This is in 
contrast to the position taken by other major religions which have been 
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used to discriminate against and subjugate women even if they have 
gained high educational qualifications (although arguably their holy texts 
preclude this). This lack of religious segregation is also encouraged by the 
fact that Sri Lanka is a multi-religion country. Consequently, more equal 
gendered social norms have contributed to the quality of life of women; for 
example in neighbouring countries, widows have less status and value and 
are often banned from remarriage and public activity, so they remain 
isolated. This is not true in Sri Lanka, as Jayawardena (1986:136 on Sri 
Lanka) points out, 
“Sri Lanka is an interesting example of a society in which women were 
not subjected to harsh and overt forms of oppression and therefore did 
not develop a movement for women‟s emancipation that went beyond 
the existing social parameters. It is precisely this background that has 
enabled Sri Lanka to produce the world‟s first woman prime minister, 
as well as many women in the professions, but without disturbing the 
general patterns of subordination”.  
Numerous factors contributed to develop this historical social pattern, 
mostly in a way favourable to women‟s participation in public life.  The 
advent of western imperialism was especially important, which brought 
basic changes to the political, social and ethnic structures of the country. 
The Portuguese (1505-1658) and Dutch (1658-1796) imposed new social 
and political cultures as well as property and marriage laws on the people. 
They established education institutions, such as missionary schools for 
boys for the purpose of recruiting some of them for colonial administration 
positions (Jayawardane, 1986).  
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When the British took over in 1796, apart from the traditional Sinhalese 
education system, they set up a European style education system for girls 
of bourgeois and petty bourgeois families. These schools were paired off 
with the existing boys‟ school, for example the Girls‟ High School (1879) 
with Kingswood College. In accordance with the prevailing ideology where 
women were seen as housewives and mothers, subjects such as domestic 
science and needlework were identified as being essential for girls‟ 
education. However, these women using their education attainment began 
a professional career, in the first instance as teachers (Jayawardana, 
1986).  
The effects of imperialism, based on the existing Buddhist influenced 
social settlement between men and women, had an immense impact on 
the development of the education system in Sri Lanka and hence on 
women‟s position. This also took effect earlier than in the other countries in 
the region. Thus Sri Lanka was the first country in the world to have 
established a dedicated hospital in the 4th century (Muller-Dietz, 1975). 
Following this tradition, in 1870, The Ceylon Medical and Law Colleges 
were established in Colombo and the first female medical student was 
admitted in 1892. Several women doctors were recorded as early as 1900, 
when they were absent in Europe, and by 1911, 10% of females were 
literate, second in Asia only to Japan (Jayawardana, 1986; Jayaweera, 
1991; Marecek, 2000; Therborn, 2004).  
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Women‟s formal position developed along a „European‟ model, and they 
have had equal rights to contest and take part in elections since 1931 
(earlier than many European countries), and equal access to free 
education and the health service since 1945. After political independence, 
the government has shown a major concern for education policies. The 
aim was to provide a good education to all children free of charge and to 
reduce the gap between the affluent urban and poorer rural inhabitants.  
Thus the number of government schools (Central colleges) and training 
institutions was increased and both women and men benefited equally 
from these developments (Jayaweera, 1991). Later, more liberalised 
economic policies in 1977 brought attitudinal changes in the people (Sri 
Lanka Government, 2005). In these ways, the cultural system has been 
more favourable in Sri Lanka to women‟s education, training and formal 
labour force participation than elsewhere in South Asia. 
The estimated total working age population in Sri Lanka in 2007 was about 
14.9 million of which about 7.6 million were classed as economically 
active. The majority of females received only limited education and these 
women are  categorised as semi-skilled and unskilled workers who 
nonetheless bring a large amount of foreign exchange into the country, for 
example through tea plantations, the export garment sector and overseas‟ 
domestic female workers (Sri Lanka, Central Bank, 2004). This report also 
reveals that nearly 20% of employed women are unpaid family workers, 
while the percentage for males is just 4.5%. According to the report of the 
International Labour Organisation (2008), in 1997, 74% of females were 
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economically inactive; in addition, the Sri Lanka Labour force survey (Sri 
Lanka Government, 2007) reports unemployment rates as being more 
severe for „educated‟ females than „educated‟ males (here „educated‟ 
refers to education to the General Certificate of Advanced Level 
Examination and above as marks of educational level and school leaving 
age of 15).  
Studies (Jayaweera, 1991; Wijayatilake, 2001) indicate that many factors 
underlie a low participation of Sri Lankan women in decision-making 
positions and the reluctance of women to enter politics compared to men. 
These are the gendered norm of male leadership: time constraints as 
women already combine employment, domestic tasks and child care; a 
lack of adequate financial resources; and the prevailing climate of political 
violence which cause the low participation of women in decision-making 
positions and the reluctance of women to enter politics (Sri Lanka 
Government, 2005).   
However, despite this picture, the population of women in employment in 
Sri Lanka is currently increasing faster than that of men. For example, in 
1999-2002, the female participation rate in the labour force increased by 
19%, whereas the male rate increased by only 4% (Sri Lanka 
Government, 2004).  Since 2000, the male labour force participation rate 
has been fluctuating at around two thirds of adult males while the female 
participation rate was rising from about one third (Sri Lanka Government, 
2007). This shows a more „women-friendly‟ trend than in other countries in 
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the region. For example, cultural and religious impacts such as a strong 
caste system, patriarchal ideologies and ritual practices limit women‟s 
labour force participation in both India and Pakistan where, by 1997, just 
25% and 2% of females, respectively, were economically active (India 
Department of Census, 2001; Pakistan Population Census Organisation, 
1998). As discussed below, in Sri Lanka there has been a particular 
expansion of women‟s labour market participation and employment in 
professional occupations, which highlights its case study role for exploring 
mothers‟ different understandings in combining mothering with 
employment.  
In Sri Lanka, the cultural climate is more favourable for mothers‟ 
employment than in neighbouring countries. For example, literacy, life 
expectancy and mortality rates are well above those of comparable 
developing countries in the South Asian Region, according to the Human 
Development Index Report (Sri Lanka Government, 2004). By 2006, the 
Sri Lankan female literacy rate (91%) was much higher than that of India 
(54% by 2001) and Pakistan (32% by 1998). All this provides an 
interesting gender situation in Sri Lanka, in some ways more comparable 
to „western‟ countries than others in South Asia. For while women in Sri 
Lanka have had a head start in citizenship,  education and  access to the 
public sphere, they nonetheless existed, and continue to exist in a 
situation of subordination to men with expected gendered roles of  male 
„provider‟ and female „carer‟ (Jayawardena, 1986).  
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One result of women‟s relatively favourable access to the public sphere in 
Sri Lanka has been an expansion of employment in professional 
occupations such as teachers, nurses, secretaries, accountants and 
doctors. Indeed, it is in the professional sector that the women‟s proportion 
of employment is the highest at 67%, showing a remarkable increase from 
11.1% in 1975 to 67.1% in 2006, according to the Sri Lanka Labour Force 
Survey (Sri Lanka Government, 2007).  Nonetheless, there is vertical 
gender segregation within professional occupations. According to the 
World of Work Report (ILO, 1998), “Women represent more than 40% of 
the world‟s labour force, yet their share of management positions remains 
unacceptably low”. Sri Lanka is no exception and in the public sector 
female participation is lower for senior officials and managerial 
occupations (just 21.6%). However, it is interesting to note that in the 
highest occupational ranks of administrative or managerial jobs such as 
senior executives and corporate managers it increased from just 7.5% to 
21.6% (Sri Lanka Government, 2007).  
Other than administration and managerial jobs, increased participation of 
women in the traditionally male domains of manufacturing and marketing 
is also marked. This trend is supported in two ways. First, free education 
up to university level and related incentives such as bursaries and 
scholarships has promoted gender equality in the access to education at 
all levels. Thus the percentage of women in the total enrolment in state 
universities increased from 45.5% in 1995/96 to 53.5% in 2001/02. In 
particular, this growing importance of women‟s university enrolment is 
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shown in law (79%), architecture (74%), economics and sociology (73%), 
medicine (53%) and management (50%) and these are indeed identified 
as women‟s occupations. In contrast, for engineering 81% of enrolment in 
state universities is male. This reflects the segregation of women into 
particular female occupations.  
Second, the legal framework of the country facilitates gender equality and 
fundamental rights. Men and women receive equal rights as workers in law 
and there is no legal barrier against the entry of women to any area of 
employment in the state sector (Goonasekara, 1998). Indeed, Sri Lanka 
was one of the first developing nations to understand the importance of 
investing in human resources, female as well as male and promoting 
gender equality (Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of 
Discrimination against Women, 1981) (United Nations General Assembly, 
1981). In addition, labour welfare legislation in Sri Lanka has been 
changed to encourage female participation in the formal labour force; for 
example the government introduced a new maternity leave scheme in 
2005 (Sri Lanka Government, 2005). 
Moreover, Sri Lankan women are largely dominant in the public service 
sector in numbers, top to bottom but with a high proportion still in low paid 
jobs, in the health sector for example there are more female nurses and 
midwives than doctors and in the education sector more female teachers 
than principals (Sri Lanka Government, 2005). As pointed out by 
Goonasekara (1999), at a practical level, the legal concepts and the 
22 
 
framework of legal controls may have little relevance to social realities and 
are meaningless for most women to take legal action. In addition, more 
men are recruited by private sector employers which present attractive 
salary packages and an encouraging career ladder, whereas women‟s 
representation is very low.  
Thus women employees are segregated into a few occupations and there 
is a „glass ceiling‟ which impedes access to decision-making positions. 
Women thus experience a lack of easy access to managerial and skilled 
occupations. This situation severely constrains women‟s public life where 
they participate in the economic and political spheres. Although the 
government has identified these existing gender inequalities, it has not yet 
actively intervened to reduce the inequality gap in employment, which is 
identified as the main barrier to working women (Wijetilake, 2001). Being a 
mother of a small child or pregnancy is one of the main barriers to gaining 
entry into higher level occupations and to achieving top posts in 
organisations or labour markets in Sri Lanka (Wijetilake, 2001). This is 
because, at the macro level, more generous gender equality and 
economic policies are implemented in Sri Lanka but the gender role 
assumptions of administrators, entrepreneurs and employers are more 
influential, therefore the obvious result is that the demand for women‟s 
labour repeatedly becomes very limited (Jayaweera, 1991).  
Also, Sri Lanka became a multi-religion, multi-ethnic and multi-linguistic 
island where the population is composed of Sinhalese, Tamils, Moors and 
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Burghers who are of Buddhist, Hindu, Muslim and Christian faiths 
respectively. Many cultural symbols and activities may be linked to both 
religion and ethnicity (De Silva, 1981). The country‟s different legal 
frameworks are also closely related to these religions and ethnicities. For 
example, Sinhalese people in the Kandyan provinces are governed by 
Kandyan law, the Tamil population comes under Thesawalami law and 
Muslims follow Islamic law. Moreover, in Sri Lanka, marriage and divorce 
laws and regulations are essentially based on different cultural customs, 
traditions and norms and are applied to different ethnic and social groups. 
Thus Sinhalese people in the Kandyan province are governed by Kandyan 
law for marriage and divorces while the Tamil population in the same area 
comes under Thesawalami law. In this ethnic and religious pluralist 
context, it is impossible to control the creation of inconsistencies and 
contradictions in relation to the position of women (Goonasekara, 1999). 
This diversity emphasises its case study role for exploring mothers‟ 
diverse understandings and attitudes on mothers‟ decision combining 
motherhood and employment. 
As discussed earlier, in the 2009 Global Gender Gap Report (World 
Economic Forum, 2009), Sri Lanka gained 16th place out of 130 countries, 
showing a remarkable achievement in the political empowerment of 
women. This includes ensuring the legal rights for women through legal 
reforms and effective law, mainstreaming gender issues in all development 
programmes, reducing existing gender inequalities in access to and use of 
services in all sectors, reducing gender imbalances in skills development 
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and in employment through attitudinal change, providing an enabling 
environment so that women in low income families can move out of 
poverty and empowering women to challenge discrimination and 
inequalities so that they can better control their resources and create 
equitable and co-operative gender relations in working with men and in 
sharing multiple roles and responsibilities (Sri Lanka Government, 2005).  
Although Sri Lanka moved a little closer towards gender equalities, the 
report on the global gender gap (World Economic Forum, 2009) also 
reveals that there is a widening gap in the economic participation and 
opportunity between women and men. This holds the lowest position - 99th 
in the ranking compared to the other three sub-areas in the report. In 
addition, state policies and legislations continue to be contradictory and 
inconsistent in their action towards female workers. As Crompton (1998) 
emphasised for the UK, although formal barriers to women to go to outside 
paid work have been removed, the state still provides less concentration 
on the childcare. There is still no adequate social policy support for 
mothers‟ paid work in Sri Lanka as in the UK and many European 
countries; family-friendly policies and publicly funded child care facilities 
have not been developed. As there is a lack of research in Sri Lanka, this 
is a good case study to examine why there is low take-up rate for social 
policy support for employed mothers. 
However, at present, there is a strong coverage of maternity protection for 
working mothers; at the first stage, mothers are eligible for 84 working 
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days with full pay; similarly, at the second stage, 84 with half pay; and at 
the final stage, 84 without pay. Therefore, altogether, she will be able to 
request nearly one year for the childbirth. Other than the maternity leave,  
there is no policy support for fathers or mothers in connection with 
childbirth, childcare or child sickness. However, many studies conducted in 
western societies have reported on the negative consequences of the 
maternity leave and positive consequences of parental and fathers leave 
(Daddy days) which lead to create gender equality in the workplace 
(Himmelweit and Sigala, 2005; Leon, 2009) (see Chapter 2 for details).  
The Sri Lanka Millennium Goal Development Report (Sri Lanka 
Government, 2005) show that women are increasingly entering into full-
time employment but there is no state provision of childcare. A study by 
Fernando (1983) also revealed that dual working parents in Sri Lanka do 
not like to give their priority to formal childcare arrangements for practical 
reasons, such as less or unqualified staff, unaffordable cost and less 
availability of trustworthy day-care centres in their home town. Therefore 
mothers find less formal childcare settings, for example 44% of working 
mothers in the public sector had a mother or mother-in-law, 32% afford 
domestic servants, 20% of mothers use relatives or friends and 3% 
entrusted neighbours.  
This will then severely affect not only mothers‟ life patterns in particular but 
also society in general. This lack will make the combination of employment 
and family life more problematic and have obvious implications for work-
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family conflicts. Hence, there is a growing social understanding that 
working mothers are unable to strike a satisfactory balance between their 
employment and family roles and mothers get more leave (in some cases, 
much of it unpaid) than their counterparts.  All these factors provide an 
interesting gender position and trends of women‟s education attainment 
and labour market participation in Sri Lanka. 
Currently, there is no information available about what choices mothers in 
Sri Lanka actually make about combining mothering and paid work, how 
and why they do this and how they understand this process in terms of 
„inherent choices‟ and „preferences‟, or „various constraints‟ or women‟s 
own „identities‟ (see Chapter 2). These theoretical issues still remain to be 
empirically assessed for Sri Lanka. One outcome of the debate so far is 
that this resolution varies among different social groups in different places. 
Almost all these theories are based on the context of developed European 
countries, in particular the UK, Germany, Sweden and Norway (see 
Chapter 2). Therefore it is pertinent to examine how far these theories 
about women‟s participation in paid work are actually applicable in the 
context of different culture in a developing Asian country like Sri Lanka. 
However, the current lack of availability of information on working women‟s 
work life balance in Sri Lanka or indeed elsewhere in South Asia makes it 
difficult to advance understanding of this problem and hence debate about 
policy improvements.  
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1.2.3  Socio-cultural status of women in Sri Lanka 
The third reason for choosing Sri Lanka is the particular socio-cultural 
position of women in Sri Lanka. Traditionally, in a male-dominated country 
like Sri Lanka, women largely carried out caring and unpaid domestic work 
within permitted places. They were not allowed to do paid work, not totally 
but partly excluded from the public sphere. As Jayewardene (1986:134) 
points out,  
“Buddhism has played a crucial role in forming Sri Lankan culture 
and this situation opened up the social sphere for women. However, 
the social structures were still patriarchal and gave women a 
subordinate role in the society”.  
The basic prevailing ideology in the country is that men are stronger than 
women. This leads to a very popular view that females are low-skilled and 
narrow minded (short-sighted) in the decision making process and are fit 
only for housewife duties (Dias, 1990). Moreover, women are programmed 
to fear male violence, women are instructed to please men, women are 
oppressed into submission and women are suppressed in aspirations 
(Wickramasinghe, 2000). These types of patriarchal and gender ideologies 
have been rooted and established by different kinds of social control, for 
example by beliefs and actions of the people in different societies.  
In Sri Lanka, social institutions such as religion, culture, state policies, 
family units and educational institutions are the major arms which 
constitute and put into force gender inequality and reinforce different 
patriarchal systems in society. Some of the customs and actions have 
been rooted from childhood, hence females do not feel they are being 
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exploited by males. These stereotyped gender roles are followed by their 
parents and teachers as well as in the home-based environment where 
they can see and hear them in their routine life. They are powerful agents 
of the patriarchal society. Although there are changes in attitudes towards 
women in Sri Lanka, they still hold subordinate positions in order to allow 
men to be in superordinate ones (Wijetilake, 2000). There is a belief that 
women are the vessels of culture and traditions. These traditions are 
defined as being around mothers‟ caring and family responsibilities.  
Therefore mothers‟ decisions on employment are heavily limited by 
traditionally rooted norms (Methananda, 1989; Wijetilake, 2000). The 
consequences of macro and micro level behaviours are still vital therefore 
this situation sometimes requires outside involvement to challenge the 
structures of patriarchy and to encourage women and men to think 
differently (Wijayatilake, 2001). For example, although there has been a 
drastic change in the idea of gender inequality and patriarchy in Sri 
Lankan society today, in Kavyasekaraya advice from a father to a 
daughter in marriage, a Sinhalese narrative poem of the 15th century, still 
throws its shadows on some prevailing ideas, such as that men are still 
elites of the country,  
“Do not leave your house without your husband‟s permission; 
When you go out, do not walk fast and see that you are properly 
clad. 
Be like a servant to your husband, his parents and his kinsman. 
Seek out your husband's desire in food and see that  
He is constantly satisfied, feed him and ensure his 
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Well-being like a mother 
Be the last to go to bed and first to rise. 
When your husband wakes, see that you are by his side”. (Ven. Sri 
Rahula, 1449). 
State policies represent the prevailing ideas and actions of the country‟s 
individuals, officials and policy makers. The state is a powerful mechanism 
that helps to strengthen gender relations and roles in society. As the public 
sector is the main employer of working women in Sri Lanka, state actions 
overtly and covertly support continuation of the gender inequality gap 
between men and women. Jayaweera (1991), in her study, clearly showed 
how women were badly limited by the demand for labour as a 
consequence of macro-economic policies, together with the gender role 
assumptions of policy makers and employers on women as dependents 
and secondary earners. This situation negatively affects women‟s public 
as well as private life, which places women as dependents. Moreover, two 
main types of patriarchy: private and public, are visible in the Sri Lankan 
context in diverse degrees (Wijayatilake, 2001). The patriarchal in the 
state and patriarchal culture have a significant impact on women‟s 
decisions in family and paid work (Wijayatilake, 2001). They are thus 
important structures for analysing mothers‟ orientations towards caring and 
paid work in the Sri Lankan context. 
Historically, the Sri Lankan economy was largely predominated by the 
agricultural sector. The family unit was identified as a respected and 
important unit in the society (Meththananda, 1990) in which men and 
women both carried out their own business, mainly paddy cultivation for 
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the survival of the family unit. Historical evidence shows that women‟s 
active participation in the economic sphere along with men in the 
agriculture sector was the backbone of the country‟s economy. As 
observed by John Davy in the nineteenth century, “The more laborious 
operations of agriculture fall to the lot of the men as plough men, and the 
lighter to the women as weeding and assisting in reaping” (1821:214). 
Women and men played different roles in the agriculture sector which 
identified men‟s and women‟s jobs as separate. 
In addition, women played an important role in the family, in child bearing, 
child rearing and household management. Females expected to play their 
role as mother and wife acceptably, by ensuring the domestic comforts of 
her husband and children (Meththananda, 1990). Although women actively 
participate in both domains, women‟s activities tend to be undervalued and 
even invisible. Mothers‟ decisions about combining motherhood and 
employment still involve responsibility for their children as a primary 
concern. Also, the prevailing social perception in Sri Lanka is that a 
woman is not a woman unless her life is riddled with sacrifice (Wijetilake, 
2000). Further, childcaring work is still seen as primarily female with 
women, mother, grandmother and aunt, as the best caregivers. Thus, 
childcaring work always goes to the mother‟s side.  
This context is more relevant to Pfau-Effinger‟s (1998) explanation for The 
Netherlands, West Germany and Finland of the first traditional gender 
cultural model, the family economic model, in which the wife and the 
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husband work interdependently on the farm (paddy fields). Through the 
effects of changes of social, political and economic environment, the family 
economic model transformed to the male-breadwinner/female-home-carer 
model with separate public and private spheres. Here, men were assumed 
as major breadwinners and primary earners and adult children were 
treated as workers in this family unit. However, sons had a more privileged 
position than daughters in this society. Therefore, women‟s responsibilities 
rested largely in the domestic sphere of home and family.  
A widely spread idea is that the mother is the principal caretaker for her 
child‟s behaviour.  At the same time, the highly rooted cultural traditions of 
„housewife marriage‟ and „home-caring society‟ in Sri Lanka have 
recognised the woman as a mother and wife rather than as a valued 
worker. Further, women share many attitudes and ideological (religious) 
beliefs not only on childcaring but also on many forms of caring work. The 
common concept in Buddhism in Sri Lanka is that being born a woman is a 
consequence of sins in previous lifetimes (Meththananda, 1990). In this 
vein, Sri Lankan women try to follow good practices of mothering not for 
this lifetime but for the next. Therefore, the actual situation of working 
mothers‟ behaviour can be more complex as they are committed to both 
domains, to being a good mother and a worker at the same time. In 
addition, working women do not have choices, as there are no part-time 
and flexible time or home-based work arrangements. Also, there is no 
social recognition for part-time work as for full-time in Sri Lanka. For these 
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reasons, the male-breadwinner/female-part-time carer model is not clearly 
visible in the Sri Lankan context (see Chapter 2.6).  
In Sri Lanka, parallel to the expansion of the service sector, women‟s 
employment rate increased at all levels. These jobs were established as 
full-time employment and thus the full-time, dual-earner couple model was 
heavily apparent. In effect, both earned income for their expenses as well 
as for their children‟s future. Mothers and fathers both pay attention to 
domestic work and childcare is seen as the responsibility of both parents. 
At present, the mother‟s role solely as a caregiver and nurturer has 
changed for a number of reasons but domestic work, particularly childcare, 
does not distribute as equal (Wijetilake, 2001). As there is high economic 
necessity in the country, mother and father both take the role of economic 
provider and protector of the family. The mother is seen to be accepted as 
a very important economic provider in the household for many reasons. 
Therefore there is a direct transformation from the traditional gender 
cultural model to the modernised version of the dual-breadwinner/dual-
carer model. As Pfau-Effinger (1998:63) points out for The Netherlands, 
West Germany and Finland, the basic idea of this concept is “the family 
economy consists of an equal distribution of domestic, in particular child 
minding and waged labour between a female and a male head-of-house”.  
In many Western European countries like The Netherlands, Germany and 
Finland, childcaring is seen as partly the task of the government and, as a 
consequence, availability of the state-provided childcare facilities is very 
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high (Pfau-Effinger, 1998). In contrast, in Sri Lanka working mothers‟ 
caring and family responsibilities were taken as their own family problem 
rather than state responsibility. Consequently, available policies did not 
actively support combining mothering work with employment. In effect, the 
dual-breadwinner/state-carer model is very unlikely in the Sri Lankan 
context. 
Due to many transformations in the family and labour markets, women‟s 
decisions, particularly on reproduction motivations and behaviours have 
been changed. In effect, the dual-earner couple model became a 
significant family structure in the country and women, particularly working 
mothers, acquired their new position as a worker. As a result, new 
motivation and social constraints appeared in Sri Lanka and the new 
gendered and generational relations are interconnected and this mutuality 
changes the social context. Moreover, changes of social reproduction and 
labour market also lead to change in gendered identities and 
understandings. This means that when structures change, such as socio-
cultural opportunities and constraints for women (and men), then their 
social identities and location change accordingly. All these factors provide 
an interesting gender relations and socio-cultural status of women in Sri 
Lanka. 
Finally, and importantly for practical reasons as a working mother in Sri 
Lanka, I have personal  experience over 15 years  in combining workplace 
and home responsibilities. This aided the identification of mothers‟ 
problems in combining employment and caring work, as well as minimising 
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cultural and social misunderstandings. I was also able to use my, and 
most of my respondents‟ mother tongue - Sinhalese. Only a few 
interviews, with the Tamil and Muslim mothers used English (see Chapter 
3.4).  
The empirical work was restricted to the Western Province of Sri Lanka 
(see Figure 3.1), for several reasons.  First, the ongoing war placed 
barriers to research in much of North and East Sri Lanka. Even entering 
the bank headquarters in the Western Province was time consuming as 
there was a lengthy security process and I was checked with a high 
security device. Second was the need to restrict the empirical work to 
manageable proportions. The Western Province includes the main 
metropolitan city, Colombo, and a greater part of the country‟s wealth and 
economic activity is located there. For example the banking sector is very 
competitive and strong in that province compared to others. The province 
also records the country‟s highest population density and the highest 
labour force participation rate. Hence it was most likely to provide insights 
into the problem and also be the easiest for the field work.  
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Figure 1.1 Sri Lanka and case study region 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Sri Lanka Government (2009) 
1.3  The case study sectors: health and banking 
The public sector is a major employer of women in Sri Lanka since as 
many as 16% of all employed women work in this sector, compared to just 
12% of men (Sri Lanka Government, 2006). Although both the health and 
the public banking organisations are in the public service sector, they are 
dominated by women and men respectively, health with 68% women 
employees and the bank sector with 67% men. The private banking sector 
is even more dominated by men, but the scope of the study is limited to 
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the public sector partly to aid comparability and practically due to 
difficulties in accessing the required number of respondents in the private 
banking sector.  
This horizontal segregation between the public health and banking sectors 
has been created by the prevailing social norm. In Sri Lanka as in Western 
Europe of the professions of doctor, nurse and teacher being seen as 
suitable and secure „caring‟ roles for women, while finance is seen as a 
professional extension of the more male „provider‟ role. The financial and 
IT sectors are of growing economic importance in Sri Lanka. Almost all 
these sectors are characterised by advanced technologies and, in effect, 
create male-oriented jobs at managerial levels. Therefore, at the same 
time there is a high level of vertical segregation where males dominate the 
higher level jobs; for example in banks, by 2005, women represented just 
1.2 % of staff at the top corporate management level but at the junior 
executive level they constituted 81.5%. A study in the UK (Crompton and 
Sanderson, 1999:129) shows women with high-level expertise and 
knowledge are moving into „professional jobs‟ in high-level occupations but 
without „managerial authority‟. 
Crompton and Harris (1999) have highlighted several behavioural 
differences between doctors and bank managers in the UK and several 
European countries such as the number of children they had, their 
attitudes and values towards childcare practices and their family 
behaviour. They also found structural differences with different authorities, 
hierarchies, policies, regulations and practices in these sectors. In 
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addition, there are differences between „professional‟ and „managerial‟ 
occupations where the „professional‟ is characterised by a formal body of 
expert knowledge obtained through a long period of academic training. 
Once the training and registration period is over, the „professional‟ 
becomes licensed to practice (Crompton and Harris, 1999). In contrast, 
„managers‟ do not require a certification for practice but work to targets set 
by the organisation rather than to standards set by a profession. I expect a 
similar situation in Sri Lanka, which has developed professional/ 
managerial differences within public and private sector bureaucracies. A 
comparative analysis of female employees‟ own accounts in these two 
different organisational and gendered contexts may therefore expose the 
differential processes involved as mothers combine domestic and paid 
work. 
Therefore, in this research, a cross-case comparison method is used to 
contrast full-time professional and managerial mothers in these two 
sectors. The inclusion of two cases (or a number of cases) means that 
attention can be given to differences among them as well as any emerging 
commonalities (Berg, 2004). Attention is focused not only on the individual 
interviewees but also on differences between the two case sectors. As 
health organisations are female-dominated, while banking is male-
dominated, particular questions will be raised. For example, how do 
mothers combine caring work with paid work in female-dominated 
organisations? How do mothers achieve this in male-dominated 
organisations? Are there any differences or similarities? How do they 
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understand these processes? Selecting these two types of organisations 
may show not only different workplace practices but also a different ethos 
around mothers‟ work and family roles for each sector.  
1.4  Conclusion  
This chapter has given an explanation of reasons for choosing Sri Lanka 
as a suitable case study. This was not only because of the relatively 
favourable cultural conditions for mothers‟ employment and the country‟s 
ethnic and religious pluralism. It was also because this case allowed 
examination of how far theories based on situations in European 
developed countries are actually applicable to the context of a developing 
Asian country like Sri Lanka. The next chapter reviews theorisations of 
how working mothers combine motherhood with employment. 
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Chapter 2 
Theorising motherhood and employment 
2.1  Introduction  
The focus of this research is to investigate how professional and 
managerial women combine motherhood with paid work in Sri Lanka. 
Different theorists have addressed the question of how mothers make 
decisions on how to achieve this in different ways. The key concepts have 
been „preferences‟ (Hakim, 1998, 2000, 2003), „structural constraints‟ 
(Walby, 1986; Ginn et al., 1996; Crompton and Harris, 1999; Blackburn 
and Brooks, 2002; McRae, 2003; Crompton, 2006), „gender arrangements‟ 
(Pfau-Effinger, 1998), „moral rationalities‟ (Duncan and Edwards, 1999) 
and mutuality of „normative and structural‟ processes (Irwin, 2005, 2008). 
Similarly, some authors place this theorisation within an overall view that 
sees „employment‟ and „family‟ as intertwined with each other; some argue 
about separate spheres and others place this issue within overall ideas 
about „individualisation‟ (Hakim, 2000). Researchers have addressed this 
reciprocal relationship through economic, political and sociological views. 
The purpose of this chapter is to review some major elements of these 
different theories and the debates between them and consequently to 
situate the approach used in this research.  
The next section examines Hakim‟s preference theory as a tool for 
understanding how mothering and paid work are combined. Section 2.3 
goes on to discuss the conclusion that this approach has substantial 
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limitations. In Section 2.4 there is an exploration of how far gender 
structures, such as class culture, patriarchy and workplace inequalities can 
be seen to determine mothers‟ decisions. As this section describes,  while 
these social structures can reveal how mothers materialise their decisions, 
there are limitations to this approach. Section 2.5 describes welfare 
regimes and their influence on mothers‟ behaviour. Section 2.6 then 
examines the gender arrangement approach, which explains mothers‟ 
decisions about motherhood and employment with reference to different 
gender systems and gender cultures. This approach points to the cultural 
basis of motherhood, where its social practice can be explained by 
differences in the complex interrelations of institutions, culture and social 
actors; however this approach de-emphasises mothers‟ own agency. 
Section 2.7 describes the importance of relationality between gender 
identity and cultural and structural constraints in a context. Section 2.8 
explains the rationale for the selection of Bourdieu‟s key concepts of field, 
habitus and capital to examine mothers‟ decisions on motherhood and 
employment. Section 2.9 goes on to explore ideas about mothers‟ own 
identity and reviews  the extent to which „gendered moral rationalities‟ 
account for mothers‟ decisions and in particular how they understand the 
notion of „good mothering‟ and „paid work‟ in the context of different social 
and cultural positions. Finally, by illustrating research gaps and limitations 
of the pre-existing understandings in the work-family literature, Section 
2.10 concludes with the purpose of the present research.   
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2.2  Combining motherhood and employment: Preference Theory  
In modern societies, and hence in modern social science, there has been 
an increasing focus on the individual (Beck, 1992; Beck and Beck-
Gernsheim, 1995, 2002). One recent but arguably overstated instance is 
the notion of „individualisation‟. The core of this is that traditional ways of 
life and social structures like class and gender can no longer structure 
personal lives and that the individual has become, indeed must be, the 
author of his or her own biography. In one view, Beck (2002) claims that 
modern society is both highly unequal and classlessly individualised, 
where neither „class‟ nor „family‟ is any longer a relevant concept. 
Furthermore, “Individualisation liberates people from traditional roles and 
constraints ...individuals are removed from status-based classes ...social 
classes have been de-traditionalised” (Beck, 2002:202). Therefore, for 
these social theorists, class is a „redundant‟ concept and no longer gives 
rise to class consciousness in communities. Traditional family patterns and 
gender roles are also gravely weakened, hence women are more and 
more freed from traditional pathways and indeed the move by women to 
an individualised worker-consumer role is, so the theory has it, one of the 
mainsprings of the individualisation trend (Beck, 1992; Beck and Beck-
Gernsheim, 1995, 2002). Moreover, the concept of individualisation has 
destroyed any relationship that existed between economic positions and 
cultural identities. 
In effect, in contemporary modern society, the experiences of the older 
generation have no distinguishable importance for the younger generation 
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and individual choices and decisions become central. Arguing in a similar 
way, Giddens (1994) maintains that individual choices and decisions are 
the key factors for understanding social change in „late modernity‟. It is a 
shift from „we‟ to „me‟ (Hardil et al., 2006). Again, this is held to mean 
considerable changes in personal relationships and family life, such as 
erosion of the „male breadwinner‟ model and expansion of the single 
parent family pattern, as life styles become much less dependent on 
traditions (see Crompton, 1999). Here, choice is a term highly associated 
with individual freedom and is a key notion of the individualisation thesis 
(see Brannen and Nilsen, 2005). In turn, this means that the work-life 
balance will become a matter of individual choice.  
Taking the USA and Britain, as two central case studies and the contest of 
individualisation as an implicit given, Hakim (1998, 2000, 2003) developed 
„preference theory‟ to explain women‟s different labour market and family 
behaviour in modern affluent societies. Originally preference theory was 
based on detailed empirical work of US national longitudinal survey 
evidence (1987) to explain the relationship between employment and 
family-life preferences of teenagers and combinations of adult work-life 
and this was then mapped onto British longitudinal data gathered in 1980. 
Later, Hakim (1991, 1993, 1995, 2002) used „individualisation‟ as a meta-
theoretical base to situate her particular preference theory about women‟s 
work-life choices more generally and also developed the empirical 
examples using both comparatively (Europe, South-East Asia and Africa) 
and within Britain using more recent data (Hakim, 2002).  
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Hakim used this empirical work to argue for a „new scenario of women‟s 
behaviour in labour markets‟ (Hakim, 1995:5) where women have „free 
choice‟ rather than acting according to the old patriarchal understandings. 
Indeed, feminist inspired work, based on this now „outdated‟ view, 
depended on what Hakim called five myths about women‟s employment. 
These were the myths of rising female employment, of no sex differential 
in work commitment and work orientations, of the childcare problem as a 
main barrier to women‟s employment, of the part-time workers‟ exploitation 
by poor quality part-time jobs and of employment stability among women 
and part-time workers (Hakim, 1995:429). For Hakim, these myths, and 
hence feminist work emphasising gendered constraints and inequality, 
were „demonstrably untrue‟ (Hakim, 1995:430).  
Hakim‟s preference theory fits within and links to the conventional 
economic theory of rational action. This is perhaps not so surprising, 
where preference theory implicitly makes the same sort of assumptions. 
Thus rational choice theory assumes that people know what they value 
(have stable preferences) and act rationally to achieve their aims to 
maximise or optimise their desires (Hakim, 1996:13). In turn, the 
dominance of economics within the social sciences has led to a 
widespread adoption of the concept, even among sociologists (Blackburn 
and Browne, 2002).  
Going even further, Hakim (1998) has claimed that her preference theory 
provides the missing link between biological theories of gender differences 
and sociological accounts of patriarchy. To understand contemporary 
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women‟s socio-economic position, Hakim identifies three main theories to 
develop preference theory, namely Goldberg‟s theory of the inevitability of 
male dominance and patriarchy, Hartmann‟s theory of men‟s collective 
organisation and Becker‟s rational action theory which purport to explain, 
in terms of rational action, a whole series of behaviours from the realms of 
psychology, physiology, sociology and economics. In conclusion, she 
argues that much recent theorising on the position of women has been 
„misinformed, incomplete, mistaken or one-sided‟ (1996:3) because 
research is not sufficiently broad in its disciplinary base. In this way, 
preference theory better explains women‟s positions in labour markets 
(Hakim, 2002). 
Within this frame, Hakim emphatically concludes that preference theory 
breaks with previous theories in that it is developed with reference to 
women rather than men, while all other theories used to explain women‟s 
patterns of employment simply refer to those theories explaining male 
behaviour. In addition, she claims preference theory is dynamic and 
accurately identifies where changes in employment choices will occur. 
Overall, she claims that preference theory is a new theory which is 
distinguished from other theories in that, firstly, it is historically specific; 
secondly, it recognises the diversity of women‟s lifestyle preferences; and 
thirdly, it is empirically supported, as shown by her use of UK census data 
and new surveys in Europe (Hakim, 2004).  
Hakim thus sees modern women as making almost „heterogeneity of 
lifestyle preferences‟ (2002) between family work and market work in the 
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21st century. She argues that five historical changes give a social basis to 
this individualisation of women‟s employment patterns. These are (1) the 
contraceptive revolution, (2) the equal opportunities revolution, (3) the 
expansion of white collar occupations, (4) the creation of jobs for 
secondary earners and (5) the increasing importance of attitudes, values 
and personal preferences. 
One major conclusion is that „individualised preferences‟ become a much 
more important determinant of women‟s choices between market work and 
family work than the variety of structural, social and economic factors such 
as class and gendered segregation (Hakim, 2004). Thus the influence of 
structural factors becomes like „water in sand‟, inadequate for 
understanding of women‟s behaviour (Hakim, 2003:334). Similarly, Hakim 
argues that “women are heterogeneous in their preferences and priorities 
on the conflict between family life and work” (Hakim, 2000:4). Furthermore, 
she claims that different categories of women have inherent preferences 
for different choices about market work and motherhood. It is their 
preferences which account for their labour market and family positions, not 
their structured positions, such as class. It is in affluent and liberal modern 
societies that these opportunities for diverse lifestyle preferences can be 
fully realised. 
On the basis of women‟s heterogeneous preferences, Hakim distinguishes 
between two polarised types of women: „committed‟ and „uncommitted‟; 
however, in between, is a third, less polarised group: „adaptive‟ or „drifters‟. 
Furthermore, she calculates that approximately 20% of women are home-
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centred, 20% are work-centred and 60% are adaptive. The proportion can 
vary by approximately 10% in each direction, depending on social, family 
and employment policies (Hakim, 2000). 
In this account, „committed women‟ give a high level of commitment to 
their employment and demonstrate long-term work plans, continuous full-
time work, higher employment status and higher earnings than other 
women. They tend to have low commitment to family life and many are 
single and/or childless. These types of women are able to compete equally 
with men and are often employed in „male occupations‟, where there can 
be similar numbers of men and women, such as more senior positions in 
managerial and professional jobs. According to Hakim, many women may 
appear to be work-centred and work full-time until they have children. 
Once they have children, they change their priorities to not working or 
reducing working hours. Therefore, Hakim identifies these as 
„uncommitted women‟, who prioritise their household and caring role over 
their employment role and who are mainly represented in the lower paid 
part-time or flexible work roles. Hakim further claims that part-time workers 
are secondary earners and that their primary identity and commitment are 
in the home-maker role. They hold a more traditional view of women‟s 
place as mothers and wives and prefer to be in the home with children. 
Qualifications do not serve a direct purpose but rather appear as a good 
role model to their children.  
In between are the „adaptive‟ or „drifters‟, women who have given fixed 
priority to neither family nor employment. This is a much more diverse 
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group; consequently, they are less likely to achieve full-time paid work 
because they prefer a balanced life between „work‟ and „home‟. These 
„drifters‟ are not ambitious for career success and avoid demanding jobs. 
Hakim (2000) has suggested that a majority of women (60%) are family-
centred or adaptive and are therefore more committed to childcaring and 
domestic work. These women, whatever the reason, make a deliberate 
choice to prioritise family at the expense of career to combine work and 
family: such women thus present a clear contradiction to human capital 
theory in that they do not make full economic use of their qualifications. 
This is because, as for human capital theory, “men offer more attributes 
that are valued and rewarded by employers, such as long years of work 
experience and formal qualification” (Hakim, 2000:28). Further, Hakim 
argues that uncommitted women make a rational decision to economise 
on the effort invested in employment, as this is not their main priority. In 
contrast, committed women, in line with the prescriptions of human capital 
theory, will choose to invest in their career ladder. Finally, Hakim 
concludes, preference theory is a new and universal explanation for 
women‟s position in family and labour market.  
2.3  Problems with preference theory 
As we can see, Hakim‟s preference theory would allow an overall 
conceptualisation of the research questions posed in this thesis. However, 
there has been considerable controversy around Hakim‟s 
conceptualisation of women‟s work orientations, where other researchers 
have argued that preference theory is severely limited in the explanation it 
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offers. In essence, preference theory may overstate „choice‟ and seriously 
underestimate the continuing significance of class and gender 
differentiated patterns of behaviour which serve to reproduce social 
hierarchies and thus class and gender cultures. This issue can be 
illustrated by dealing in detail with the controversy around Hakim‟s 
summary article, “Five feminist myths about women‟s employment” 
(Hakim, 1995), which was used to advance her own theory at the expense 
of others (see Ginn et al., 1996).  
Using data about female labour force participation rates in Britain from 
1851 to 1950, Hakim argued that the first myth, that of increasing women 
employment, was obviously untrue. Consequently, she rejects the effects 
of social and labour market change, such as changes of marital and family 
relationships, division of domestic labour, lifestyles and consumption 
patterns (Hakim, 1995). Contrary to this conclusion, many researchers 
argue that Hakim misinterprets the current picture while using outdated 
figures (Ginn et al., 1996; Crompton, 1998, 2006; Crompton and Harris, 
1998; Blackburn and Brooks, 2002; McRae, 2003). Although Hakim 
disputes the rise of women‟s employment by stating that “no amount of 
solid evidence can dispel the myth” (1995:448), ample current surveys 
(ILO, 1998; Employment in Britain survey, 1995) and studies (Irwin, 2005, 
2009; Crompton, 2006) repeatedly show that women have entered the 
labour force at a faster rate than in the past. 
Moving on to the second myth, Hakim argued that women‟s work 
commitment and orientations are, overall, not the same as men‟s. Here, 
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Hakim believes that those women who give preference to part-time jobs 
are less committed to paid work than full-timers (Hakim, 2002). In some 
instances, this can be true. However, Hakim neglects the functioning of 
cultural and social values to place women into this apparent preference. 
For example, in a study of British and Swedish engineers, Singh and 
Vinnicombe (2000) found that in male-oriented organisations men‟s 
perception adversely affected women‟s work commitment and career 
aspirations. Others have shown how mothers want to perform well in work 
and home; there is not so much lack of commitment to paid work but 
rather mothers find themselves with family responsibility. Therefore 
mothers‟ orientations cannot be easily separated as „family‟ or „work‟ (Dex 
et al., 1994; Duncan, 2003; McRae, 2003).  
As studies (Proctor and Padfield, 1999; Singh and Vinnicombe, 2000) 
show mothers‟ orientations towards paid work are dynamic. For example, 
although mothers identify themselves as key homemakers, they often 
show interest in entering further training and accordingly their decisions on 
combining mothering and working for pay are remade. Further, this 
research reveals how mothers take decisions on combining motherhood 
and employment by juggling socially structured capabilities and agency 
together with the constraints and possibilities presented at workplace and 
at home. Singh and Vinnicombe (2000) argued currently available 
measures failed to consider sufficiently work commitment and orientation 
between men and women. 
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Hakim rejects the third myth, that of the childcare problem as the main 
barrier to women‟s employment, with reference to women‟s supposedly 
pre-given part-time work orientation (1995), given that women‟s 
employment rights have been recognised and women are free to choose 
employment as they wish.  Going further, Hakim extends her argument by 
simply saying that “many women now avoid childcare problems by not 
having children” (1995:438). Irwin (2005) argued childlessness is not an 
individualistic decision but bounded with new contexts of action and 
inaction. Irwin (2005) stressed the importance of „birth control and changes 
of fertility rates‟. She also argued that women are free from their past 
constraints but they still live within their altered motivations and 
constraints. Moreover, as for the World of Work Report (ILO, 1998) 
women‟s take-up rates for full-time employment are very low compared to 
men. Consequently, Irwin clearly pointed out why Hakim‟s (1996, 2000) 
argument is problematic. This is because Hakim (1996, 2000) largely 
neglects structural processes which can shape the context of social action 
(see Irwin, 2005).   
Further studies have demonstrated the negative consequences of the 
childcare problem at the workplace and particularly revealed how women‟s 
employment options are more limited than for men (Davidson and Ragins, 
1998; Burke, 2000; Ruderman and Ohlott, 2002; Burke and Mattis, 2005) 
(see Section 2.4.3). Although Hakim denies this, many women do not have 
greater occupational and caring choices, only a few women can afford it 
(see Section 2.4.1). As Himmelweit and Sigala (2004) point out, childcare 
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is a constraint, not just because of the cost, quality, location or availability 
of childcare but also because some mothers are reluctant to put their child 
into childcare given their socially ascribed role as „carer‟ (Duncan and 
Strell, 2004).  
Hakim (1995) has identified the poor quality of employment offered to part-
time women workers as the fourth myth. She emphasises that 
occupational segregation, resulting in the concentration of women in 
particular types of work, including part-time, should be seen as the 
outcome of the choices made by the different types of women. In this way, 
uncommitted women choose part-time employment as they prefer to stay 
at home with their children and therefore these women continue to 
dominate in lower paid part-time and flexible work. A wide range of 
empirically based research disputes this explanation of women‟s 
employment position, instead showing how class and gender differences 
continue to shape women‟s opportunities and women‟s decisions about 
motherhood and employment (Acker, 1990; Duncan, 2005; Crompton, 
2006; Hebson and Fahlen, 2009).  For example, Warren (2000) and 
Walters (2005) show how women in Britain in lower level part-time jobs do 
not have heterogeneity of employment but instead are heavily constrained 
by limited education and childcare responsibilities. 
In relation to occupational segregation, Hakim presents evidence to 
suggest that the full-time and part-time workforces are diverging over time, 
so that occupational segregation is declining in the full-time workforce and 
is stable or increasing within the part-time workforce (Hakim, 1998). In 
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contrast to this, Crompton and Harris (1999) argue that highly trained 
professionals, such as doctors, may work part-time without loss of 
employment status. Arguing in a similar way, Fagan and Rubery 
(1996:229) suggest that, 
“Choices to work part-time, full-time, or not to participate are 
embedded in the whole set of social and economic institutions, 
including the availability and form of employment, the system of 
household organisation and social reproduction, and social attitudes 
and norms”. 
A wide range of studies has demonstrated women‟s attitudes towards 
flexible employment and part-time employment in particular and found that 
women hold different attitudes to both motherhood and employment. 
Hakim is correct that if a woman wants to do part-time work, that is 
because of her actual preference. Contrary to Hakim‟s argument, studies 
have revealed that preferences can be changed through availability of 
facilities, such as publicly funded childcare centres and generous leave for 
parents. Several studies have also concluded that the major determining 
factor cannot be the women‟s heterogeneous preferences where there are 
many other reasons for choosing part-time jobs (Ginn et al., 1996; 
Crompton and Harris, 1998; Pfau-Effinger, 1999; Blackburn and Brooks, 
2002; McRae, 2003; Duncan, 2006; Crompton, 2006). These 
„accommodated‟ preferences can be women‟s ongoing experiences of 
child care or structural constraints and barriers for them. In addition, 
available information about work preferences itself creates a complicated 
situation therefore it is hard to distinguish „real‟ preferences from the 
„accommodated‟ preferences (Gash, 2008). Hence, the question of 
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whether these are women‟s inherent preferences or whether they are 
created through socio-cultural structures is inadequately addressed by 
Hakim. 
Hakim identified the idea that there are differences in employment stability 
between men and women as the final myth. It is not always true as Hakim 
emphasised.  A study found that highly educated women do not take 
longer maternity breaks in their work life (Anderson-Esping, 2009). 
Another recent research shows that young women perform as do young 
men at an organisational level (Scott et al., 2010). At the same time 
numerous studies acknowledged that some women have shorter 
employment periods than men (Davidson and Ragins, 1998; Burke, 2000; 
Ruderman and Ohlott, 2002; Burke and Mattis, 2005; Crompton and 
Lyonette, 2008). Further, some women establish their identity as a worker 
before they have children (Lewis, 2009). Thus here, the major concern is 
that Hakim has largely neglected the job-related structural problems, 
especially following child birth, particularly caring responsibilities and also 
partners‟ job and their job moves (Ginn et al., 1996; Himmelweit and 
Sigala, 2004).  
In her arguments against these five myths, Hakim gives a misleading 
picture of women‟s attitudes and orientations to paid work without 
considering major structures in which women are placed, for example 
cultural and social norms and practices in the workplace and at home and 
their own gendered and class identities. Hakim concludes that “The 
lifestyle choices of women are now more important than constraints 
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associated with social structure/class or other macro level influences” 
(2000:168). However, Hakim wrongly understands “women as self-
determining actors rather than as people whose behaviour is determined 
by social structural constraints and family characteristics” (1991:114). As I 
have discussed above and other researchers have shown why and how 
Hakim has largely ignored the continuing importance of structural 
constraints on women‟s „preference‟ and the role of structure in forming 
„choice‟.  
A worked example is provided by Crompton and Harris (1999). Their 
cross-comparative research on two female-dominated sectors, medicine 
and banking, in five countries, show that occupational structures play an 
important role in shaping working mothers‟ decisions. For example, 
doctors take more responsibility for their children and are more likely to 
have a relatively traditional division of labour than retail bank managers 
because women doctors have more occupational flexibility than women 
bankers. This research reveals that the actual situation of working mothers 
is more complex than Hakim assumes in her preference theory. Mothers 
are committed to both work and family domains, as a paid worker and as a 
mother. Further, they argue that women‟s employment behaviour is a 
reflection of the way in which women actively construct their work-life 
biographies in terms of historically available opportunities and constraints 
(see also Duncan, 2005).  
Researchers (Crompton, 2006; Hobson and Fahlen, 2009) have 
demonstrated that there are not only choices but also different „structural 
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constraints‟ available to different women and these structured choices are 
always limited by social circumstances. Blackburn and Brooks (2002) 
show how the choices made by men and women are not necessarily their 
„true preferences‟ but rather what is possible for them, such as available 
childcare arrangements and the availability of employment. These 
conflicting considerations are combined to restrict and reshape mothers‟ 
choices on combining motherhood and employment. Moreover, these 
preferences are shaped by changes in wider economic opportunities and 
cultural values (Hobson and Fahlen, 2009) for example different forms of 
jobs, part-time/full-time and pay gaps. It is important to recognise all these 
aspects of social, cultural and structural factors that contribute to the 
changing patterns of how women combine employment and care 
(Crompton and Harris, 1999; McRae, 2003; Irwin, 2005; Halrynjo and 
Lyng, 2009). 
Many researchers criticise that Hakim‟s accounts of preference theory look 
much like those of orientation theories, hence preference theory is not new 
at all, but a variant of orientation theory (Crompton and Harris, 1998; 
Blackburn, Brooks and Jarman, 2002). There are also inconsistencies 
within Hakim‟s preference theory itself. According to Hakim (2000:275), 
women do not have fixed preferences and they change their priorities 
repeatedly over the life-cycle. At the same time, she argues that some 
women choose to be or are inherently home-centred, with work as a 
secondary activity while other women choose to be career-centred, with 
domestic activities a secondary consideration. Hence only some women, 
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the so-called „adaptive women‟, will switch between the competing 
attractions of family life and market work. However, no suggestion is given 
as to why some women might choose to change categories rather than 
remain in one or the other (Crompton, 1998; Pfau-Effinger, 1999).  
Drawing on longitudinal survey research, McRae‟s (2003) retest of 
Hakim‟s „preference theory‟ comes to similar conclusions. She shows how 
„choices‟ are important to mothers‟ preferred employment patterns but 
these are subject to differing capacities for overcoming available 
constraints. In this vein, McRae argues that not only social, structural and 
class differences but also constraints around them are more important to 
materialise mothers‟ decisions. McRae draws a distinction between 
normative constraints (identities and gender relations) and structural 
constraints, such as labour market structures and childcare services. 
Thus, she argues strongly that Hakim has largely ignored the significance 
of social structures in the shaping of both individual lives and social 
institutions.  
Going on from this, Duncan (2005) shows that both the attitudes and 
behaviour of women towards the family and employment combination 
would seem to be shaped by biographical and social factors in the 
experience of structural factors such as class and gender, therefore 
different groups take different decisions. He explains how mothers in 
different class-based groups have different decisions on caring for their 
children and employment. As Duncan (2006:147) points out,  
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 “Preferences and constraints are socially and culturally created 
through the  development of career as an identity, through 
biographical experience, through relations with partners, and 
through the normative views in social networks. In this way, 
preferences and constraints become social moralities”. 
Hakim believes “there are no major constraints limiting choice or forcing 
choice in particular directions for women‟s employment” (2000:18). 
However, at the same time she appears to have recognised the strength of 
these criticisms discussed above. Hakim points out (2004:15),  
“…institutions, laws, customs, national policies and cultural 
constraints continue to shape and structure behaviour. Choices are 
not made in a vacuum. Social and economic factors still matter”. 
Therefore, it is very obvious that whereas Hakim tried to overlook the 
consequences of macro and micro level behaviours, she could not avoid 
their ongoing importance.  
Preference theory is highly individualistic in its dominant emphasis on 
choice and assumes that people choose their course of action rationally. In 
this way, preference theory is an adoption of „rational action theory‟ in a 
particular empirical context, buttressed by individualistic theories. This 
sociological model has much in common with neo-classical economic 
models (Irwin, 1999; Duncan, 2003). However, such theories are static 
and unable to explain a real situation which is continually changing and 
developing (Blackburn, Brooks and Jarman, 2002). Hakim does admit the 
problem of use of the rational action theory but overlooks this by stating it 
as a common problem of economics rather than preference theory (Hakim, 
1996).  
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Hakim‟s dependence on „extensive‟ research methods mainly uses 
aggregate statistical data which describe outcomes and misses human 
agency. In contrast, researchers find agency is reacting to and navigating 
through social structures, for example mothers‟ gendered moral rationality 
on mothering with employment (Duncan and Edwards, 1999).  Some 
researchers argue that the individualisation theory is not properly tested or 
operationalised adequately through appropriate research design (Ginn et 
al, 1996). Following the criticism of Duncan and colleagues (2003) of the 
individualisation thesis as being a highly context-dependent process, it is 
therefore inadequate to capture the processes of socially negotiated moral 
understandings and rational commitments about mothers‟ decisions.  
Preference theory points out some issues around gender and work-life 
balance but important questions remain. Why have these two distinctly 
different groups of women developed? Is it because of mothers‟ inherent 
intention to be a carer or career women? How and where did these 
alternative preferences arise? Is this because of structural constraints like 
job availability and cost of day care, women‟s values and attitudes or even 
varying testosterone levels, as Hakim (2002) suggests? Why does an 
individual woman decide on one or the other? Is this because modern 
women are freed from traditional pathways? Do mothers in different class 
groups follow the same patterns? Can we understand these differences 
using preference theory? Finally, can this theory apply to a developing 
Asian country like Sri Lanka? The next section goes on to look at how 
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social structures, notably class and gender impact on mothers‟ decision on 
combining labour market and caring work. 
2.4  Combining motherhood and employment: social structures  
From examination of Hakim‟s preference theory, it seems that mothers 
have varying combinations of motherhood with paid work which cannot be 
solely determined by the available preferences. If so, is this determined by 
the structures of class and patriarchy? Class, patriarchy and workplace 
gender inequality formulate structures which position people with respect 
to their access to and control over resources and therefore people have 
capacity to act in various ways. 
2.4.1 Combining motherhood and employment: class structure 
Class is a “diverse disposition as those with fewer resources are 
marginalised culturally, morally and economically” which operates through 
people (Skeggs, 1997; Reay, 1998; Irwin, 2005:167). Thus different class 
groups have different interests and behaviours, also these are formed by 
class thinking and feelings as outcomes of economic and cultural 
resources (Hebson, 2009). In effect, different lifestyles reflect different 
class cultures of the family. For example, there are differences in rates of 
employment between different class groups and also differences in 
attitudes to gender relations. Especially, in the case of a mother‟s 
employment and family responsibilities, some place high value on family 
work and stay longer hours with their children or do not work when 
children are young and some (managers and professionals) place greater 
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value on their work career and choose expensive better quality childcare 
(for details, see Duncan, 2005; Crompton, 2006).  
Crompton and Lyonette (2010) in a recent study with professionals and 
managers, doctors, accountants, employees in the finance and retail 
sector in the UK found that occupational class is a major determinant 
factor for childcare. Further, they show professional women married to 
professional men are more likely to stay in their full-time employment and 
these middle-class women are more likely to be working for „self-fulfilment‟ 
(Rake et al, 2000; Crompton and Lyonette, 2010). In contrast to these 
middle-class women, working class women who do manual and 
intermediate jobs are more likely to be in part-time jobs and they hold 
more traditional attitudes towards motherhood and childcare. Also, this 
research shows that professionals and managerial women are significantly 
more likely to disagree with an idea that „a pre-school child suffers when 
mother works‟ than other occupational categories (Crompton and 
Lyonette, 2010).  
Therefore, middle-class mothers often choose formal caring provision for a 
child‟s development (Vincent and Ball, 2001). Their recent research (2007) 
reveals that a child‟s development is highly classed because those middle-
class mothers desire to send their children to extra enrichment activities, 
such as creative and sports classes and try to „make up‟ a middle-class 
child. In contrast working class women have only limited childcare facilities 
because they cannot afford expensive better quality childcare. As a result, 
Esping-Andersen (2009) pointed out that there are ongoing social class 
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inequalities, particularly for mothering roles, between women in high-
educated/well-paid and low-educated/low-paid jobs. Further, he goes on to 
explain that those differences lead to establishing an „incomplete 
revolution‟ for women‟s work in market and family (see for details, Esping-
Andersen, 2009). Thus occupational inheritance represents a class 
reproduction factor (Le Feuvre, 2010). 
Class is not the single cause to analyse social identities but it shapes 
people‟s decisions, particularly the mother‟s decision about childcare and 
employment (Duncan, 2005; Vincent and Ball, 2007). Walkerdine and 
Lucey (1989) highlighted how mothers in different class groups exercised 
different parenting practices. Similarly, drawing attention to middle class 
mothers, Byrne (2006) argues that mothers‟ caring practices can be 
examined by understanding gender, class and race. Going further, Byrne 
(2006) pointed out how much mothers are concerned about finding a „right 
school‟ and „right social mix‟ for their children. Furthermore, Reay (1998) 
showed how mothers‟ involvement in their children‟s education is unequal 
by class. In addition, Acker (1990) acknowledged how class and gender 
perform at the workplace and she identified the organisation as a better 
place to produce and reproduce gender and class and that class relations 
are constructed through gender contacts. She also acknowledged gender, 
gender identity and gender inequality as consequences of the process of 
labour markets, workplace, work processes and types of wage and these 
all together enhanced creation of class cultures as well.  
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Hence, the concept of class is decisive and the family plays a key role in 
the reproduction of social classes and class inequalities. For example, 
Duncan‟s (2005) research with white mothers, on how mothers in different 
class groups understand the relation between mothering and paid work 
and how they choose childcare, shows that mothers in different class 
groups present different mixes of „rationality‟ and „preferences‟. For 
example, „peripheral working class groups‟ show more interest in the 
practical issues of the cost and availability of childcare. On the other hand, 
„suburban wives‟ take emotional issues and value one-to-one childcare for 
their children as they are able to afford it. Further, Duncan (2005) saw that 
most „peripheral working class mothers‟ and „high income suburban wives‟ 
give more attention to the emotional quality of their children‟s well-being 
and practical issues of formal education and child development. In 
contrast, „central working-class mothers‟ take childcare provision as a 
good place to socialise their children rather than staying at home around 
their parents. These different social, cultural practices and lifestyles, such 
as varying ideologies of motherhood and employment are a socially 
constructed and culturally negotiated phenomenon. Hence, the concept of 
class cannot be adequately analysed by identifying only material 
categories. It makes sense that class cultures are embedded with 
economic or material categories and these are characterised by cultural 
and normative practices as well.  As Devine argues (2004:182),  
 “Any theory of class reproduction must acknowledge that social, 
cultural and  economic resources are mutually constructive of each 
other”. 
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It can also be argued that class makes a significant contribution and 
provides much evidence about structured social and economic inequalities 
in modern societies. Class analysis addresses how various settings of 
social life and processes of inequality are produced and involved in both 
economic and cultural practices (Hebson, 2009). Further, Scott et al. 
(2010:1) argued that gender equality has been very uneven across 
different sectors of society. There are marked differences by social class, 
ethnicity and age in the way gender equalities are manifest.  
However, there has been a continuous argument around the use of the 
class concept. Many class theorists claim that the understanding and the 
meaning of class vary, such as class as class-differentiated lifestyles and 
class as structures of material inequality; partly because of hierarchy and 
inequality which take on diverse aspects. In addition, Sayer (2002: 12) 
claims that a reluctance to talk about class prevails because this “raises 
issues of the relative worth of individuals” and is a question of moral 
shame. Further, the failure of class identities or/and dis-identification of 
class identities is a problem for class analysis. Rejecting this argument, 
authors such as Crompton (1998) and Devine and Savage (2000) have 
placed issues of cultural identity such as education and occupation at the 
heart of the class theory. Thus both material and cultural inequalities 
remain central to the processes of the reproduction of class and gender 
inequalities. Therefore in order to understand processes of class in relation 
to the mothers‟ decisions, it should include cultural, normative practices as 
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well as economic categories which serve to reproduce different class 
groups. 
2.4.2  Combining motherhood and employment: patriarchy  
Concepts of patriarchy and job segregation are essential tools in the 
analysis of gender inequality (Blackburn, Browne and Jarman, 2002). The 
study by Armstrong et al. (2009) has emphasised the long-term negative 
effects of disparities in pay and job segregation on women as individuals 
and also as societal actors. Patriarchy is a concept which encompasses 
the ideology of gender relations and roles and therefore this concept 
becomes pertinent in examining impacts of the above-mentioned issues. 
Similarly, Duncan (1994:1177) has argued that the concept of patriarchy 
gives a „necessary causal basis‟ to the study of gender divisions. Some 
argue that gender inequality is not a single homogeneous phenomenon 
but a collection of disparate and interlinked problems (Sen, 2004). For 
example, among inequalities there are moral, professional, ownership and 
household. However, this concept covers essential ideas of male power 
and control by exclusion of women from the best jobs, keeping women 
dependent on men and generally exploiting women as workers in the 
labour market and in the home. Therefore, the concept of patriarchy 
certainly has some validity in understanding gender inequality and many 
more (Walby, 1989; Blackburn, Browne and Jarman, 2002) have used this 
concept as an indicator to discuss gender inequality and dependence. 
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The existing theories of patriarchy have looked at historical and cross-
cultural variations in gender inequality and differences between women 
and men, especially in relation to ethnicity and class (Beechy, 1979; 
Segal, 1987; Barrett, 1980).  Developing a theory of the „male dominance: 
the inevitability of patriarchy‟ in 1973 and its second version of „why men 
rule‟ in 1993, Goldberg saw a biological perspective and explained 
hormonal difference between men and women, such as levels of 
testosterone. Therefore men are generally more self-assertive, aggressive, 
dominant and competitive than women. Subsequently, men naturally hold 
higher positions in any hierarchies while keeping women secondary to 
men at all levels. Going ahead, he pointed out that there can be some 
exceptional cases, for example Golda Meir and Margaret Thatcher; 
however, patriarchy is an inevitable and a universal concept. Therefore 
like class, patriarchal structures also provide answers to why women are 
positioned in various ways in different societies. 
Thus, patriarchal structures can vary by its form, for example how male 
domination is maintained by its degree and how far women are exploited 
in a society (Duncan, 1995). Hartmann (1976) saw patriarchy as “men‟s 
domination of women, more specifically men‟s controls over women‟s 
labour”. She explicitly emphasised occupational segregation as a main 
component to limit and constrain women‟s access to the public sphere. 
Further, she tried to explain gender inequality in terms of capitalism and 
views these two concepts as in harmony. In contrast, Walby (1989) argues 
that gender inequality is too complex and then capitalism and patriarchy 
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are always conflicting with each other. Developing Hartmann‟s thesis more 
extensively, Walby (1989:214) points out, 
“Patriarchy as a system of social structures, and practices in which 
men are dominant, oppress and exploit women. The use of the term 
social structure is important since it clearly implies rejection of both 
biological determinism, and the notion that every individual man is 
in a dominant position and every individual woman in a 
subordination position”.  
Walby (1989) argues that patriarchy and capitalism are analytically 
independent and gives support to the idea of the exploitation of women‟s 
labour. Furthermore, she claims that the model of patriarchy can be 
constructed in terms of several partially interdependent structures, 
because patriarchy is a diverse concept which can be changed in terms of 
rates and ways according to time space. Further she identified two types 
of patriarchy: private and public. Private patriarchy is based upon the 
women‟s relative exclusion from social life apart from the household. It 
motivates creation of stereotyped separate gender roles which males and 
females are expected to play in a society. This gender division of labour is 
not limited to the private patriarchy but is extended to the public patriarchy 
where gender role stereotyping is reinforced and reproduced in the work 
force. Therefore public patriarchy does not exclude women from certain 
places but rather subordinates and manipulates women in all of them, 
such as low grade and low paid jobs, as well as barriers to reaching higher 
ranked jobs (Wijayatilake, 2001). Although education improves the quality 
of life of women and their families, it cannot change labour market 
structures radically or effectively as there is social construction of gender 
in the labour market. Therefore establishing an equal status between men 
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and women in the workplace, home and in public life cannot be achieved 
without change in society, its norms and policies, as well as organisational 
structures (Jayaweera, 1991; Crompton, Lewis and Lyonette, 2007).  
Walby (1989) has identified six patriarchal structures: a patriarchal mode 
of production, patriarchal relations in waged labour, the patriarchal in the 
state, male violence, patriarchal relations in sexuality and patriarchal 
culture. She explains that these six structures together form a system of 
patriarchy. Patriarchy is a result of social construction therefore, at 
different times and places, some of the patriarchal structures are more 
important than other factors, for instance religious beliefs may be stronger 
than the state laws in some societies (Wijeyatilake, 2001). 
There are problems in using the concept of patriarchy as a general tool to 
understand the situation of inequality between men and women. It can be 
argued that the theories of „patriarchy‟ are essentially descriptive. A major 
weakness of a theoretical approach to patriarchy is Walby‟s (1989) under-
estimation of the women‟s agency and over-estimation of the men‟s 
(Browne, 2000a). Further Walby noticed that women are presented as 
passive victims in their relationship with men. In contrast, Duncan (1995) 
saw women as active social agents who can change society. He argues, 
“Walby neglects women‟s own power and capacity for action” (1994: 1192) 
and, further, Duncan (1995:272) pointed out, “…there can be no patriarchy 
without two genders.  Hence women necessarily have social position and 
social power, even if this is constrained and subordinate”. 
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In addition, Walby‟s claim: “men are usually successful in excluding 
women from the better work” (1986:248) is also challenging. This then 
gives the sense that the men benefited with a great degree of collective 
organisation; on the other hand, women have less desirable occupations 
and poor living conditions. However, this situation is not always true; for 
example, although less desirable jobs are held by some women, there are 
also similar jobs held by some men (Browne, 2000a). Similarly, Duncan 
(1994) argues Walby has used a deterministic approach where patriarchal 
differences cannot be explained as there are considerable variations in 
patriarchal structures in different circumstances. Therefore structural and 
social reform is widely regarded as essential to modify problems of 
combining motherhood/ fatherhood and employment not only for more 
women but also for men.  
Taking Walby‟s definition of patriarchy, Crompton (1998) criticises that the 
relationships between men and women are not inherently unequal and 
hierarchical and, as Cockburn (1991) argues, men and women can be the 
same or different; therefore patriarchy is unable to give accounts of gender 
relations and their structuring. Similarly, this concept is based on a 
selective rewriting of history and an interpretation of the past from a 
modern viewpoint. Therefore it shows lack of sensitivity to the experiences 
of different groups of women. There are also difficulties in conceptualising 
patriarchy as a single system. For example, male violence against women 
can be derived from sources other than those of the historical exclusion of 
women from different areas of economic activities.  
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In this regard, Hakim (2004) argues that the empirical research evidence 
for the USA and Britain does not support the Walby or Hartmann 
theorisation of patriarchy. It failed to reveal the key role of patriarchy and 
to identify the causes for patriarchy and male dominance. Therefore it fails 
to give changes of structure and agency (Crompton, 1998) and thus this 
theorisation of patriarchy does not provide a satisfactory basis for 
distinguishing gender relations in different cultures. Although Walby 
highlights the salience of private and public patriarchy, Pfau Effinger 
(2003) saw that concepts are too static to understand changes of women‟s 
position in any society. True, it is impossible to give a total explanation of 
any phenomenon; hence, theory of patriarchy cannot be fully abandoned. 
However, some questions remain.  Can the theoretical perspective of 
patriarchy explain the difference and diverse variations of work 
orientations, family values and labour market behaviours? As there are 
many variations in its form and degree, how far can the concept be applied 
in a different geographical location, as in an Asian country like Sri Lanka? 
2.4.3  Combining motherhood and employment: gender inequalities in the 
workplace 
Women have more freedom to take up outside work in modern societies 
but they are placed in subordinate positions to men in both spheres. Some 
researchers argue that the behaviour of women is at a disadvantaged 
position in the workplace as well as in the domestic sphere. For example, 
women have to do household work such as food preparation and cleaning 
while also devoting time to their paid work. Similarly, many societies still 
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believe that a woman‟s place is in the home (Burke and Fiksenbaum, 
2008). Equally, in the workplace, they face many problems such as career 
breaks, late promotions and invisible barriers too.  
Moreover, many governments have encouraged women into employment 
but women‟s participation in top management posts is very low and they 
hold low-paid jobs. Research reveals that high rates of women‟s 
representation in the labour markets are in temporary and part-time form 
(Casey and Alach, 2004). According to the ILO (1998) Work of World 
report, working mothers with younger children (aged under 15) face more 
obstacles in employment than mothers with older children (over 15). 
Therefore childcare and family responsibilities are reshaping and limiting 
women‟s career progression; accordingly, they reshape and limit their 
lifestyles and family commitments. Many research studies emphasise that 
women in higher ranking jobs are faced with difficulties when combining 
career and family duties (see Crompton, 2006). Therefore this leads to the 
creation of more work-family conflicts than for their counterparts. Hence, 
this perpetuates and then leads to „gender inequality‟ in different forms at 
different times and in different countries within and outside the household.  
Traditionally, men have dominated the positions of power in society, 
although this has been changing, but there is no country where women 
have gained equal access to power. As the United Nations’ Human 
Development Index Report (UN, 2001) in measuring gender empowerment 
reveals, women‟s are less than 1.0 (where 1.0 represents equality) for all 
countries measured. The report claims that everywhere women are under-
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represented in seats in parliament and in administrative, managerial, 
professional and technical occupations, with lower levels of income. 
Furthermore, many take the view that “Employees who do both part-time 
and temporary work face the double disadvantage of a limited contract and 
limited hours of work” (Rubery, 1999:279). This situation raises questions 
such as why there are differences and inequalities in the workplace and 
family between men and women, how women understand this position, 
how they cope with these positions and experiences, how it affects their 
decisions, how they combine mothering with paid work and, finally, what 
women‟s position is in society.  
In many countries, new social and gender inequalities appeared when 
women‟s participation increased in the labour market and their 
involvement and opportunities increased in education (Irwin, 2005; 
Schoon, 2010; Scott, Crompton and Lyonette, 2010). Girls are motivated 
by their parents to achieve prestigious occupations but women are showed 
less aspirations in science, engineering and technology subjects (Schoon 
et al, 2007). Although women achieved a high level of education 
attainment, there is less assurance that privileged jobs would follow as for 
men (Scott et al., 2008). However, gender inequalities in the workplace are 
reproduced by gender role stereotypes, gender discrimination and 
occupational segregation.  
Even though women gain high qualifications, they play subordinate roles 
to men. For example, research on managerial and professional women in 
a Turkish bank showed that women were badly affected by recruitment, 
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selection and promotion and performance appraisal, as the bank was a 
male-dominated environment (Burke and Fiksenbaum, 2008). In a similar 
way, some women faced problems like bad reputation at the workplace as 
they were slow to gain promotion (Cockburn, 1991; Watts, 2009). Also, 
Michie and Nelson (2006) discussed that some women were badly 
distressed by discouraging experiences which led to minimising their self-
efficacy and interest in the job.  
Jackson and Hayday (1997) in their research show that female 
accountants believe the „old boys‟ network‟ made it easy for males to 
make career choices and look for people who are similar to them. 
Although equal opportunity policies and actions are associated with 
recruitment plans, women still remain at a lower level with less decision-
making power (Davidson and Burke, 2000; Watts, 2009). Forster (2000) 
suggested this situation is inevitable in any male-driven environment 
because these cultures are deeply ingrained with male views of 
leadership, performance and promotions. Studies have acknowledged that 
men have more gender-traditional attitudes than women (Crompton and 
Lyonette, 2008, 2010) therefore, family-friendly initiatives are difficult to 
implement in male driven cultures because dominant organisational 
cultures and traditional understandings always resist adapting with 
contemporary changes (Lewis and Lewis, 1996; Lewis et al., 2009). In 
addition, hierarchical organisations intensify their work towards the global 
competition; in effect, these organisations prioritised work over their family 
responsibilities (Lewis et al., 2009). 
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Therefore, a range of studies (Morrison, 1987; Forster, 2000; Burke, 2008; 
Pesonen and Vanhala, 2009) added that due to the prevailing gender 
ideology of men, women need more help from the top but they are under-
represented in top jobs and positive role models remain very few. 
Furthermore, they need to show a track record of achievements, an 
aspiration to be successful, an ability to manage, a willingness to take 
career responsibilities and an ability to be tough, decisive and demanding. 
As Burke and Fiksenbaum (2008) pointed out, to achieve a successful 
career, women need to have more assets than men and they also 
suggested that it is a necessary requirement to overcome negative gender 
stereotypes of women, for example as risk averse, fearful and submissive 
in behaviour. Sanders (2005) revealed that female attractiveness is an 
important indicator in the selection process for some women‟s 
occupations.  
Aycan (2004) reported that apart from the family and organisational 
support, female professionals need to have self-confidence and 
determination to make career choices. Further, Guerrier and Wilson (2009) 
added that women have to change their behaviour in regard to the work 
culture. This is mainly because of male attitudes, biases, perceptions and 
behaviour regarding their women colleagues (Morrison, 1992; Ragins, 
1998; Schein, 2007). Therefore, domestic responsibility is not the only 
barrier for women professionals to go into higher jobs (Crompton and 
Lyonette, 2008). The male attitude of “think manager - think male” (Schein, 
2007) on management positions severely limits women‟s access to the 
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most senior levels. Kanter recognised that hierarchical organisation 
contains „masculine ethics‟; further, she saw that although organisations 
are “gender-neutral machines, masculine principles were dominating their 
authority structures” (1977:46).  
A Swedish feminist, Acker (1990) also argues that organisations are 
hierarchical, patriarchical and gendered processes where women always 
experience discrimination, exclusion, segregation and low wages. 
Furthermore, she argues the concept of „job‟ is implicitly constructed as a 
„gender‟ concept, therefore gendered division of labour, gendered 
interactions, gendered symbols and gendered interpretation of one‟s 
position are constantly reproduced by the organisation (1990: 146). Thus it 
is apparent that women remain highly segregated both horizontally, in 
terms of the occupations of men and women, and vertically, in relation to 
women‟s under-representation in senior positions (Armstrong and Walby, 
2009: 263). Due to this internal occupational segregation, women‟s 
promotion chances are reduced and the pay gap is widening (Le Feuvre, 
2010). 
In addition, researchers have acknowledged the problems of long work-
hours, lack of a positive view of work flexibility and the „presenteeism‟ 
which is a popular culture in the male-dominated environment (Watts, 
2007). Also, researchers have pointed out that policy on work hours 
always leads to gender inequality because women are less able to 
compete with labour market changes (Armstrong and Walby, 2009). A 
study of women doctors (physicians) revealed that females work fewer 
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hours and retire earlier than their male colleagues. Due to shortage of 
staff, female doctors, however, put in longer hours under a high level of 
work pressure. Further, female health professionals choose different areas 
of specialisation as compared to male professionals in the health sector 
(Burke and Fiksenbaum, 2008). Another study stressed that female 
doctors were over-represented in general practice as there is part-time 
work available. The ILO (1998) World of Work reports professional and 
managerial jobs required long working hours to gain recognition and 
promotion.  
Therefore women inevitably face difficulties to reach senior positions 
although they have similar levels of education and job performance 
(Davidson and Ragins, 1998; Burke, 2000; Ruderman and Ohlott, 2002; 
Burke and Mattis, 2005). Using observational data, Roter (2002) reviewed 
that when women doctors are in hospital they mostly use patient-oriented 
communication and do longer ward visits than their male counterparts. As 
a result of domestic obligations, women professionals perform lower than 
their capabilities at the workplace and earn less than men (Darton and 
Hurrell, 2005; Crompton and Lyonette, 2008). However, researchers have 
acknowledged the negative consequences of long working hours and 
insufficient sleep which lead to lower performance and workplace 
accidents as well as workplace errors (Chatzitheochari and Arber, 2009).  
In contrast to these negative consequences, studies have also been made 
to observe positive outcomes at the organisational level. For example, the 
Campbell, Campbell and Kennard (1994) study of 94 working women in 
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the finance sector found that there can be positive correlations between 
family and employment, such as personal and organisational 
advancement. Similarly, Seiber (1974:567) revealed that work-life balance 
provides role privilege, overall status security, resources for status 
enhancement and role performance and enrichment of the personality and 
ego gratification. Scholars have also emphasised the centrality of the 
family functioning and organisational performance as an indicator of family 
and society well-being (Kanter, 1977; Morrison, 1987; Acker, 2000; 
Forster, 2000; Aycan, 2004; Burke, 2008; Pesonen and Vanhala, 2009). A 
study of managerial women by Ruderman et al. (2002) discovered that 
whereas working women faced a double burden, they also enjoyed life-
satisfaction and self-acceptance.  
Furthermore, state policies represent the prevailing ideas and actions of 
the country‟s individuals, officials and policy makers. The state is a 
powerful mechanism that helps to strengthen gender relations and roles in 
society. Different gender ideologies have been institutionalised and 
executed by state policies and laws which have an important impact on 
women‟s lives. The aims of these policies are to lead economic efficiency, 
advance women‟s positions and ensure child well-being but their 
practicability is too limited (Santos and Cardoso, 2008; Armstrong and 
Walby, 2009; Hobson and Fahlen, 2009). Therefore there is a wide gap 
between policy and practice (Lewis et al., 2009). For example, family-
supportive policies, particularly maternity leave, acted against their main 
objective of mitigation of difficulties of mothers with young children.  
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Whereas mothers were entitled to use this benefit, they undermined and 
under-utilised it.  Believing that long-term absence of leave could be 
harmful to their further career progression, mothers returned to the job 
soon after the childbirth (Himmelweit and Sigala, 2004). For example, 
professional and managerial women are more likely to use shorter breaks 
and stay longer in their employment (Scott et al., 2010). On the other 
hand, Scott et al. (2010) saw that maternity leave policy allows women to 
behave in a different way which can generate gender differences at the 
workplace. Therefore legal protection of maternity leave becomes an 
„empty shell‟ (Armenti, 2004; Santos and Cardoso, 2008: 452).  
In contrast to maternity protection, parental leave promotes gender 
equality in workplace and home. Mother and father both get the 
opportunity to use parental leave on a shared basis (Björnberg, 2002). 
Both parents are thus regarded as responsible for the care of children and 
for domestic work (Björnberg, 2002: 35) and moreover it becomes gender 
neutral (Astrom, 1992). Also, children get the possibility to stay with their 
parents during their formative years. However, when it comes to practice, 
it fails to reach the expected benefits. For example, many studies found 
that most men do not use leave although they are legally entitled and 
instead more mothers take parental leave (Kaul, 1991; Moss, 1992; Haas, 
1993; Harker, 1996; Leon, 2009).  
This has been demonstrated by statistical evidence about parental leave 
by men, so that in Austria 90% of women take parental leave compared to 
1% of men, in Finland 99% of women and 2% of men. The same pattern is 
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found in Germany, where 2% of men take parental leave compared to 
96% of women (EOC, 1999; Dermott, 2001: 149). However, as an 
exception to all other countries, 50% of Swedish fathers take this 
opportunity. These structural constraints and policy limitations created 
gender inequality and promoted patriarchies which involved women even 
in the routine household duties within their homes. In other words, state 
policies are still more traditional and promote the housewife model of the 
family (Pfau-Effinger, 2000). But at the same time, some policies promote 
women to go to outside paid work. In a similar way to Scandinavian 
experiences, a research in Hong-Kong, (Yue Ngo et al., 2009) found that 
when there is a positive relationship between top management support 
and family-friendly practices at work, the obvious effects are low level of 
work-family conflict, less work-related stress and positive occupational 
attitude, high organisational commitment and job satisfaction. However, 
the continuous controversial issue behind this is that gender is not 
prioritised whereas the aim of policies is reaching gender equality 
(Björnberg, 2002; Armstrong and Walby, 2009). The other argument is that 
much research does not consider gender as a category of social reality, 
which is called „gender blindness‟ (Wilson, 1996). 
Sullivan and Thistle (2006) provided evidence of changing gender roles at 
home and then at paid work and for Sullivan (2006) this change is slow but 
significant. For women in the 21st century, traditionally known women‟s 
work like cooking, cleaning and caring work is outsourced by the market. 
These new jobs were created as women‟s occupations (Thistle, 2006). 
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Similarly, Crompton and Lyonette (2008) showed that mothers engage not 
only in full-time employment but also do long working hours as required. 
Further, they emphasised that when a mother earns more than her 
partner, she receives more domestic help than mothers who earn less. 
Similarly, Björnberg (2002) stated that when both have similar education 
and job status, mothers get opportunities to enquire about equal divis ion of 
labour at home. In contrast, Takahashi‟s (2003) study of high earning 
Japanese mothers revealed that mothers were reluctant to ask for more 
domestic help from their husbands. However, some researchers argue 
(Forster, 2000; Wijayatilake, 2001; Burke and Fiksenbaum, 2008) that 
well-paid working women are in effect financially less dependent on their 
husbands (Sullivan, 2006) and these women experience a reasonable 
level of gender equality at home (Wijayatilake, 2001). A qualitative study 
by Cooke (2007) of Chinese professional women found that although both 
have equal human capital, women placed their husband‟s career first and 
assisted him in every possible way in order to keep a peaceful family 
environment. 
This section explained how different cultural constraints, institutional 
practices and occupation structures restrict and reshape mothers‟ 
behaviour in the workplace. Therefore it is evident that these barriers are 
decisive. However, questions still remain for analysis and explanation of 
how mothers make decisions on labour market participation and family 
responsibilities. Therefore the next section will go on to examine the 
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Scandinavian approaches of different „welfare states‟ and the „gender 
cultures‟ which explain gender relations in societies. 
2.5  Combining motherhood and employment: welfare state intervention  
The increase in women‟s participation in the labour force is one of the 
major trends which push women to redefine themselves. For example, the 
average age of marriage has risen in well-educated women, household 
size has declined and is limited to one or two children and some women 
remain childless or have just one child late in life, whereas some do part-
time temporary work and some full-time work and mount the career ladder. 
Different types of gender relations have pushed women to meet new 
needs in modern society. Different women, in different states, seem to 
have met new needs in different ways. On the one hand, technical 
innovations and political and economic situations have strongly influenced 
change in the interrelationship between men, women, family relations and 
employment. On the other hand, cultural and social institutions, such as 
state policies, education, labour market behaviours, as well as modern 
media, have reinforced and reshaped individuals‟ life patterns differently.  
A wide range of theoretical perspectives have emphasised the significance 
of state policies and labour market behaviour, in particular for women. 
Research has acknowledged how different welfare state regimes have 
positioned women and men differently in labour markets. In this vein, 
Esping-Andersen (1990) highlighted „the three worlds of welfare 
capitalism‟ in describing differences and similarities between three national 
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level welfare policies. He further classified three basic welfare regimes. 
„Social democratic‟ welfare states promote active participation of women 
and mothers in the labour force and a dual-earner couple model while 
providing widely available public provision for child care, for example 
Sweden, Denmark, Norway and Finland. Therefore economic dependency 
on their husband is low. „Liberal‟ welfare states such as the USA, the UK 
and Canada are used to promoting traditional work norms and availability 
of public provisions for mothers is therefore limited. Hence childcare is a 
main barrier even for educated women (Mandel, 2009). In the 
„conservative‟ welfare states, the type-cases are The Netherlands, France 
and Belgium.  These states support the traditional male-earner model 
while keeping women as full-time housewives. Therefore a lower 
proportion of women participate in the labour market.  It is evident that 
women have different experiences, as there are variations in welfare 
regimes. Consequently, feminists identified this „triple typology‟, 
particularly „institutional contexts‟, as a tool to explain configurations of 
gender inequality (Mandel, 2009).  
In his recent study, Esping-Andersen (2009) saw that women have an 
„incomplete revolution‟ in adapting to their new work. He reveals that “men 
are unlikely to substitute fully for the decline in female domestic work” 
(Esping-Andersen, 2009: 80). Thus mothers face reconciliation problems 
between family and work more unevenly than fathers. To address 
outcomes of this „incomplete revolution‟, he further showed the importance 
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of intervention of the welfare state and state policy especially on 
investments in children‟s early learning. 
Although there is a significant relationship between welfare state and 
women‟s participation in the labour market, institutional oriented 
approaches are too narrow to explain women‟s labour market behaviour 
and unpaid domestic work (Pfau-Effinger, 2003) because of “provision of 
welfare counts only when it occurs through the state or the market, while 
women‟s unpaid work in the home is ignored”. Similarly, Lewis (1992) 
showed that Esping-Andersen (2009) has neglected women‟s unpaid 
domestic work from his analysis and goes further to explain that these 
categorisations “break down as soon as gender is given serious 
consideration” (1992:112). It has been assumed that mothers‟ decisions 
are solely economically motivated rather than motivated by the cultural 
values which push strongly to construct the different social practices of 
motherhood (Duncan and Edwards, 2003; Pfau-Effinger, 2003).  
Further there is no country which fits into one classification, for example 
France and Germany are grouped as conservative welfare states but there 
are many variations in women‟s participation in the labour market and 
availability of childcare provisions (Duncan and Edwards, 2003). Hence, 
the question remains of why mothers take different decisions although 
they follow the same state policy in a particular country. Therefore Esping-
Andersen‟s gender blind political form of „triple typology‟ is insufficient to 
grasp social changes and human behaviour, as there are different family 
and market modifications becoming increasingly apparent.  
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In this vein, Pfau-Effinger (2003) argued that Esping-Andersen (1990) did 
not explain the complex interaction between welfare state policy and 
behaviour of individuals and thus cultural values in a mother‟s decision on 
paid work are insufficiently discussed. Going further Pfau-Effinger 
(2003:34) highlighted that many theoretical approaches such as Hakim‟s 
Preference theory and Walby‟s Patriarchy theory suffer from a deficit,  
“…their static nature or the fact that they at least theoretically do not 
systematically explain how social change with respect to the forms 
of social integration takes place and what its causes are”.  
Cultural values, beliefs and ideals can be changed at a different speed at 
different times. These social understandings have social continuity in any 
society. Therefore questions still remain to be understood. How far can 
these changes in the social practices of motherhood be explained using 
the above theories? To what extent do those theories explain women‟s 
different orientations and different practices of motherhood and 
employment? How can the cultural values and ideals that construct 
different patterns of motherhood be understood?  Why do mothers make 
their decisions differently? Can those behaviours be explained only by 
analysing a „free choice‟ or can those changes be explained by analysing 
state policies as the key explanatory mechanism?  
2.6  Combining motherhood and employment: gender contract and gender 
cultures 
Cultural values and models are used as orientation for people‟s behaviour 
in any society, as well as to construct social rights by the state. The 
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Scandinavian feminist, Hirdmann (1988, 1990) developed the idea of 
„gender contract‟ while explicitly addressing women‟s power and action. 
She saw that each society develops contract between the genders and the 
gender contract operationalises the gender system which can describe the 
nature of gender relations in a society (Duncan, 1994; Pfau-Effinger, 
1998). This goes to fill the missing idea of women as active social agents. 
Showing limitations of Hirdmann‟s idea of „gender contract‟, particularly 
about showing difficulties in explaining social change, Pfau-Effinger (1998, 
2002, 2003) further developed the idea to recognise different family 
cultures and interrelations in a society. The idea of social practice of 
individuals is heavily influenced by predominating ideals and values. 
Therefore individuals act within a complex framework of different kinds of 
social institutions, cultural values and ideals. Individuals do not simply 
react to state policies but cultural values reshape their behaviour (Pfau-
Effinger, 1998, 2003).  
In this way, Pfau-Effinger (1998) builds a broader framework, „a gender 
arrangement approach‟, for the analysis of the cultural basis of 
motherhood, whereby the social practice of motherhood can be explained 
by differences in the complex interrelations of institutions, such as family,  
labour market and welfare state and culture and social actors. This 
empirical analysis draws on secondary literature, expert interviews, 
surveys (World Values Survey) and various statistical resources (OECD 
data), while addressing the contrasting cases of The Netherlands, West 
Germany and Finland.  Pfau-Effinger argues that „culture‟ is necessary to 
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be included for analysing why social practices of motherhood vary in 
different states and more than one culture can exist in any given society. 
Therefore different societies are characterised by different cultures of 
motherhood. Pfau-Effinger (1998:148) emphasised that the social 
practices of women are heavily influenced by predominant norms and 
values concerning the „correct‟ division of labour between male and 
female.  
It is therefore necessary to include socio-cultural ideas and 
understandings in any theoretical framework about human behaviour. 
Further, as Pfau-Effinger (2000) claims, state policies and culture are 
mutually interrelated in multifaceted ways or sometimes in contradictory 
ways and form a complex framework for social agency and structures. 
Pfau-Effinger (2004:382) studies the historical emergence of different 
cultural models, which are the “typical social ideal representations, norms, 
and values regarding the family and the social integration of women and 
men”. This theory is based on three concepts: gender culture, gender 
order and gender arrangement. For her, the gender arrangement can be 
realised by examining the interrelationship between the gender culture and 
gender order.  Gender arrangement refers to a social context, like the 
inter-relationship of culture, institutions, social structures and agency in 
relation to gender. A gender cultural system contains cultural values and 
ideals pertaining to “forms of social integration and the gender division of 
labour and relationships between men and women” (Pfau-Effinger, 1998a). 
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Further, she argues these values and ideals can be strongly rooted and 
institutionalised as norms and ideals in any society. 
In different time periods, cultural changes are possible but can be 
contradictory within prevailing gender culture. The new gender cultures, 
social and cultural understandings, can develop accordingly. Under this 
circumstance, new traditions influence formulation of social actions and 
policies. In a similar way, there can be significant changes in attitudes and 
perceptions towards the gender culture, such as gender relations and 
gender roles can contribute to changes in state policies. For example, as 
Pfau-Effinger (1998) explained for the Netherlands, West Germany and 
Finland, the labour welfare legislation in Sri Lanka has been changed 
according to the gradual increase of women‟s participation in the formal 
labour force. In effect, at present there is a strong coverage of maternity 
protection for working mothers (see Chapter 5). 
Pfau-Effinger did not undermine the relevance and importance of state 
policies and in her work (1998) clearly points out the explanatory power of 
state policies on gender culture, because state policies are also results of 
differing interests and power practices of the social groups. In effect, these 
policies lead to improving social inequality and gender culture. 
Accordingly, Pfau-Effinger distinguishes five types of gender cultural 
models in Western European history: the family economic gender model in 
which the wife and the husband work interdependently in the farm or 
business, the male-breadwinner/female-home-carer model with its 
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separate public and private spheres, the male breadwinner/female-part-
time-carer model, the dual breadwinner/state-carer model with external 
childcare and the dual-breadwinner/ dual carer model with partner-shared 
childcare. These changes occurred in parallel to the state commitment on 
gender equality and implementation of family-friendly policy (Hernes, 
1987).  
As Pfau-Effinger (1998:63) points out, the basic idea of this concept is “the 
family economy consists of an equal distribution of domestic, in particular 
child minding and waged labour between a female and a male head-of-
house”. In many Western European countries like The Netherlands, 
Germany and Finland, childcaring is seen as partly the task of the 
government and, as a consequence, availability of the state-provided 
childcare facilities is very high (Pfau-Effinger, 1998). Showing theoretical 
and empirical evidence from the Netherlands, Germany and Finland, Pfau-
Effinger (1998, 1999) answers how different gender cultures, particularly 
predominant norms and values, shaped women‟s social practices and the 
formulation of state policies. Further, this model explains how men‟s and 
women‟s roles are defined and maintained in different time periods. 
Therefore Duncan (1995) argues that the notion of gender culture is 
historically and geographically applicable and these gender contracts offer 
the idea of how social change occurred. This concept is thus helpful in 
analysing cultural-based motherhood and employment and it also shows 
how different gender arrangements were constructed in different time 
periods in Sri Lanka. As Yeandle (1999) concludes, this is useful in 
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analysing some of the observed developments in gender relations and 
employment but it may need further elaboration and development.  As 
Duncan (1995: 267) saw,  
“There are significant differences in gender inequality at regional 
and local scales, and these are produced and defined as much by 
regional and local processes of economic development and cultural 
understanding as they are by national level processes centred on 
welfare state regimes”.  
In addition, supra-national organisations, for example the IMF and EU, 
also dominate national and local labour markets by providing and limiting 
international capital. As Pfau-Effinger‟s (1998, 1999) model is a macro 
level approach, it has oversight of the processes of regional, local and 
even neighbourhood cultures (Duncan, 1995). Therefore there are 
limitations to applying this theory in a multi-ethnocentric country like Sri 
Lanka, as the gender arrangement approach assumes that each country 
has a single model of a family in a systematic form. This situation is hardly 
realistic for a pluralist ethnic and religious country like Sri Lanka. Different 
family arrangements are derived through the different ideologies and 
norms even in the same time period and are enforced by different laws 
and procedures. As there is no uniform legal principle for the whole 
country, various kinds of family models can be recognised.  
2.7  Combining motherhood and employment: relationality of normative 
and social structural process   
Work-family as well as childcare literature disclosed the importance of 
„structure‟ and „constraints‟ (see section 2.4). Further, the literature review 
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stressed the importance of cultural base values and identities in terms of 
mothers‟ decision on combining motherhood and employment (see 
sections 2.5 and 2.6). The available frameworks are under-developed and 
insufficient to understand the nature and patterns of value and moral 
judgments. Irwin (2005) saw problems of analysing changes and 
differences of social contexts and pointed out that there is a conceptual 
gap between social structural and normative process, although studies 
illustrate the salience of those two processes.  
In this vein, Irwin (2005:3) emphasises “the absence of frameworks for 
analysing the articulation of value and social contexts has encouraged 
some new emphases”. She acknowledged the importance of mutuality 
between social structural and normative process.  Irwin developed a new 
conceptual perspective on values, social process and change by using 
macro level data drawn from the British Social Attitudes Survey (National 
Centre for Social Research, 2002) and micro level qualitative experiences 
from the ESRC research group for the study of Care, Values and Future of 
Welfare (CAVA) (Economic and Social Research Council, 2000). She 
logically explains how “changing contexts altered the grounds for choices 
and decisions, and altered motivation and behaviours” (Irwin, 2005:78). In 
this way, norms and values are strongly connected with social context and 
therefore there is mutuality between attitudes towards work and family and 
social context.  
Using quantitative data, Irwin (2005:106) highlighted that “data reveals the 
growing numerical importance of employment amongst mothers of young 
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children and the general evidence suggests the increased importance of 
employment in women‟s identities”. Further, using qualitative data, she 
(2005:107) acknowledged that “…we can see a reconfiguring of gendered 
social positions and their link to changes in social identifications, 
aspirations and norms”. Accordingly women‟s (and men‟s) positions were 
changed and their choices and actions became a part of the context.  
In a similar way to the UK experiences (Irwin, 2005, 2008), Sri Lankan 
demographic surveys (Sri Lanka Government, 2006, 2007) also showed 
the evidence of changing patterns of family life. Family life changes are 
part of the prevailing norms and values. For example, in Sri Lanka, with 
the second fertility rate decline in the early 1970s (Sri Lanka Government, 
2006, 2007), it was evident that new kinds of decisions and actions were 
placed amongst women. Particularly, new motivation was encouraged, for 
example women were increasingly enabled to have access to all levels of 
education with equal rights of access to the labour market (see Chapter 3).  
An intensive research by Wijetilake (2001) of the diverse the experiences 
of 22 middle class women from three generations, born in 1917-1980 in Sri 
Lanka, clearly showed how gendered and generational relations have 
changed. It was found that earlier generational women (1917-1927) had to 
face early marriage (at the age of 13 and some 15) and in effect women 
had early pregnancies and more children. Women in the second 
generation (1933-1953) experienced better autonomy than the first. As a 
result they managed to have school education (General Certificate 
Examination/ Advanced Level) and gained access to the labour market, 
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particularly for the teaching profession. Further, Wijetilake, (2001) revealed 
that there was a radical change in the lives of women of the third 
generation (1960-1980) and especially the strong family planning 
campaign, „Small is Beautiful‟, in the early 1970s had resulted in having a 
small size family. In this way, these women married at a higher age and 
have fewer (one or two) children. This means that these women were 
inspired by new motivations and they prioritised educational attainment 
and economic participation more than previous generations. In this way, 
historical evidence supports (Irwin, 2005, 2008) the idea of mutuality of 
normative and social structural processes.   
Irwin (2005, 2008) did not undermine any explanatory theory or approach 
of work and family but strongly argued that there is a „missing component‟ 
in analysis of the mutuality. Thus, she suggests that “…we need to locate 
difference, and analyse when, where and how it is relevant to map social 
position” (2005:182). Finally she recommends that relationality, norms and 
social context are crucial constituents for explaining any social process. 
Doing it this way, mothers‟ decisions on combining motherhood and 
employment can be better conceptualised while meshing individual level 
experiences and macro level structural processes.  
2.8  Combining motherhood and employment: field and habitus 
Using the Bourdieu approach this section shows how everyday life 
operates in terms of habitus, field and capital. Bourdieu and Giddens 
attempt to explain in a similar way the nature of social process. Both 
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argued that social practices are not random but are viewed as a practical 
accomplishment, such as human agents constantly shape and reshape 
their behaviour and the consequences of these changes can be foreseen 
or unforeseen (Best, 2003). However, Structuration theory does not 
overcome the ongoing debate between „man as a social object‟ versus 
„man as a reflexively existential agent‟ (Macintosh and Scapens, 1990). 
This is because, for Giddens (1984:3), “To be human is to be a purposive 
agent, who has both reasons for his or her activities and is able if asked, to 
elaborate discursively upon those reasons”. This reveals that agents 
reflexively know their own as well as others‟ social actions. Going further, 
Giddens views man as a „reflexively existential agent‟ while, in contrast, 
structuralism depicts social structures as disembodied from the human 
actors who produce them and at the same time portray human actors 
more or less as culturally driven dupes (Turner, 1986; Macintosh and 
Scapens, 1990:471). Macintosh and Scapens (1990) argued that in the 
structuration theory, the agent puts one foot in social structures and keeps 
the other free and independent because „rules and resources‟ are 
properties of the society and are inscribed in each agent while, on the 
other hand, agents are „existential‟ who produce themselves as social 
actors.  
In addition, Giddens‟s (1984, 1987) view is that people create structures 
(traditions, institutions and rituals) across time and space through the 
„structuration‟ process. In the structuration theory, he explains the 
relationship of human activities and the structuring of social systems in 
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which he sees social structures reproduced “through the regularised 
conduct of knowledgeable agents” (Giddens, 1984:199). Therefore agents 
act as „rule formers‟ and „rule followers‟ and they are the „visible carriers‟ of 
structures.  Rules and resources are the property of the society and carry 
„memory traces‟ of social actors. Human agency is a continuous flow of 
action but not a series of acts (Giddens, 1984). Further, human actions are 
enabled and constrained by structures but structures are outside „time and 
space‟, as for Giddens this is a „virtual existence‟. This means that 
structures do not have life until human agents are ready to use them. In 
this way, researchers (Gane, 1983; Turner, 1986) argue that Giddens tries 
to move away from the traditional assumption of determination, “that 
forces outside of the control of the human agent which determine human 
behaviour” (Best, 2003:189).  
Bourdieu‟s conceptualisation of habitus and field provides better 
understanding of the complexities of social context. As discussed, except 
Hakim (1996, 2000, 2002) all other theorists (Crompton and Harris, 1999; 
Duncan and Edwards, 1999; Pfau-Effinger, 1999; McRae, 2003; Irwin, 
2005) show that human action is a result of the prevailing social context 
rather than a self-motivation. Bourdieu‟s concept of capital provides better 
understanding of contemporary gender relations, particularly gender and 
class (power of access to capital/resources) as well as the women‟s 
subordination position (Reay, 2004; Skeggs, 2004; Huppatz, 2009; 
McNay, 2009). In addition, a dynamic notion of embodiment is central to a 
feminist understanding of gender identity as a durable but not immutable 
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norm (McNay, 1999: 95). Furthermore, Bourdieu‟s idea of state 
intervention in human agency is appropriate to the research (Xu and Xu, 
2008). Therefore, the Bourdieuian approach, the theory of practice, allows 
researchers to understand how social context or everyday life operates in 
terms of habitus, field and capital. 
Drawing on ethnographic research with the Kabyle, a Berber community in 
the Atlas Mountains of North Africa, Bourdieu posits social practice as one 
of classification and takes social life as a practical phenomenon. These 
social practices are acquired by agents consciously or subconsciously 
from the social context. Furthermore, Bourdieu insists that historically 
established social practices are seen as vital, as these were highly rooted 
in their life. Also, he claims (1998: 69) the family as an important unit 
because,  
 “…family plays a decisive role in the maintenance of social order, 
through social as well as biological reproduction, that is, 
reproduction of the structure of social space and social relations”. 
Bourdieu rejects the idea of the dualism of „structure and agency‟ and 
argues for „practice‟ as a medium and an outcome of agents in a field. The 
Bourdieuian theorist, Robbin (2000) describes habitus as „the embodiment 
of historically produced structures of meaning‟. Socialising in this way, 
agents develop their own understandings and appreciations of the habitus 
and act accordingly. Habitus is a socially constructed set of dispositions of 
a social context, thus it is a socially made body (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 
1992: 127). For Bourdieu (2000: 138),  
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“Social agents are endowed with habitus, inscribed in their bodies 
by past experiences. These systems of schemes of perception, 
appreciation and action enable them to perform acts of practical 
knowledge, based on the identification and recognition of 
conditional, conventional stimuli to which they are predisposed to 
react; and, without any explicit definition of ends or rational 
calculation of means, to generate appropriate and endlessly 
renewed strategies, but within the limits of the structural constraints 
of which they are the product and which define them”.  
Habitus allows freedom to act but limits it by certain constraints in the 
context by objective conditions or historical contexts. Further, Bourdieu 
explains, “Those who occupy the same positions have every chance of 
having the same habitus, at least insofar as the trajectories which have 
brought them to these positions are themselves similar” (Bourdieu, 
1987:5). For Bourdieu, people in different habitus will interpret their 
experiences differently and in Bourdieu‟s words (1990:61), 
 “Place someone in a different position within the field, or in a 
different field altogether, and they will behave differently – and will 
be more or less comfortable or ill at ease – depending upon their 
„feel for the game”.  
Hence, habitus permits intervention and improvisation and as Bourdieu 
explains, “The good player . . . does at every moment what the game 
requires” (1990:63). Bourdieu describes the notion of field as a game and 
agents as players. For Bourdieu, field is “a relational configuration 
endowed with a specific gravity” (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992:17). Field 
is structured by the social process and social context consists of various 
fields. Each field is not fully separated although fields have their own 
boundaries. Thus, an autonomous field functions by its implicit rules and 
regulations which are unconsciously defined by them. Agents in a field 
compete for access to and control over scarce resources. Resources are 
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classified as a capital and disproportionally distributed among actors. 
Agents in a field struggle for resources, therefore actions are decided by 
ease of use of capital or resource.  
Bourdieu identifies four types of capital: economic (material wealth), 
cultural (education, knowledge, paintings and music), social (connections, 
social networks) and symbolic (power of legitimisation or recognised 
value). Further, Bourdieu explains, “… the field of power determines the 
relative values of different kinds of capital” (1990:83). The type of  capital 
which is available to an agent reflects his or her social position, therefore 
players (agents) play (act) to increase or protect their capital according to 
implicit rules in a game (field). And the distribution of capital is unequal in 
each field.  For this reason, the agent‟s social position is defined by 
available capital and decides one‟s position; domination or submission in a 
field. Another claim by Bourdieu is that capital is transferable, so that well-
off agents can exchange their economic capital for cultural capital (for 
education), for instance the „rate of exchange‟ between cultural and 
economic capital (Bourdieu, 1994: 56; Peillion, 1996). Also Bourdieu 
(Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992:115) believes that “in times of crisis, 
periods of social change, people were obliged to rethink and redesign the 
rules of social conduct”. 
Although Bourdieu did not take gender as a capital, he considers capital 
was shaped by gender in the „reconversion process‟ (McCall, 1992). In this 
way, Bourdieu takes gender as a secondary form of social stratification 
because of its hidden form (McCall, 1992:844). Bourdieu also 
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acknowledges that “certain types of dispositions are themselves forms of 
capital”. Many feminists who follow the Bourdieuian theoretical framework 
(Reay, 2004; Skeggs, 2004; Huppatz, 2009; McNay, 2009) show that 
gender is a form of capital, particularly femininity or femaleness as a 
resource and thus they see woman as a capital-bearing object. Therefore 
women feel their gender: the femininity will possibly help them to gain a 
feminised job.  
Consequently, this advantage occurs because caring is aligned with the 
female body and the female body is aligned with femininity (Huppatz, 
2009: 53). Therefore some fields are assigned for women and in effect 
numerically women‟s representation is high in those fields, especially paid 
caring professions, such as doctors, nurses and pre-school teachers. 
Although female skills assist in gaining and maintaining these jobs, some 
jobs, for example gaining top level management positions, are limited due 
to femaleness. Bourdieu explains that (2001: 67-68), 
“…if women behave like men, they risk losing the obligatory 
attributes of „femininity‟ and call into question the natural right of 
men to the position of power; if they behave like women, they 
appear incapable and unfit for the job”. 
Using the Kabyle community experiences, in the article „La domination 
masculine‟, Bourdieu illustrates (1990) „symbolic domination‟. This codifies 
how women are separated from masculine public sites and are confined to 
a „dark domestic sphere‟ for women. “Domination is not the direct or 
simple action but it is the indirect effort of a complex set of actions 
engendered within the network” (Bourdieu, 1998:34). This enhances an 
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understanding of contemporary women‟s agency and masculine 
domination. In this way, „symbolic domination‟ provides an answer to why 
women are under-represented in the top level management positions. 
However, the major intention here is not to posit gender as a separate 
form of capital but to argue for gender as a central category of a society. 
Bourdieu‟s core concepts of habitus, field and capital offer a theoretical 
framework to demonstrate complexities of social context with gender as a 
central category.  
Through agents‟ routine practices, they subconsciously reproduce and 
embody the gender context and as the agent agrees with the practices, 
the more these seem to be natural constructs. For example, in Bourdieu‟s 
words, “Women in Kabyle society realise in their conduct the negative 
identity that has been socially imposed upon them and doing so naturalise 
this identity” (Bourdieu, 1990:10). In this way, gender is embodied in every 
agent‟s habitus and is constructed early in life. These habituses are 
legitimised in a field and within this field habitus operates as a legitimised 
practice. Legitimised practices contain various patriarchal characteristics 
and gender division of labour and reflect gender injustice. The state as a 
field always has a direct involvement with this process. The state has 
legitimised power/capital over different fields and agents in other fields 
interact, positively or negatively, with the state. Finally, official recognition 
is achieved by state laws, education and religious institutions. 
Interestingly, habitus reformulates in accordance with changes of agents 
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and the objective conditions and thus new policies emerge as for the new 
habitus.  
As Bourdieu introduces habitus it is „an art of invention‟ to show that it has 
a creative and active relation to the context. Moreover, habitus reflects its 
culture. Thus habitus is a good tool to explain why organisations function 
in different ways although they come under the same set of state policies. 
Moreover, habitus is a good tool not only to analyse the societal level but 
also to understand individual and organisational level practices. Therefore 
habitus and field will allow us to understand how social context becomes 
gender and how these practices are sustained in a field. Further 
Bourdieuian concepts will show why different sectors (fields) maintain 
different practices (habitus). In addition, capital allows us to understand 
how women are oppressed by male domination in a particular society.  
2.9 Combining motherhood and employment: Gendered moral rationalities 
and gender identities 
As shown in section 2.6, Pfau-Effinger (1998, 2002) explained the mutual 
relationship between „gender culture‟: how mothers‟ (fathers‟) roles 
become gendered and how these are shaped by heavily rooted cultural 
understandings, and „gender order‟: how nationally institutionalised social 
policies dominate human actions. However, there is still the question of 
why mothers take distinct decisions in relation to their employment, even 
though they are living in the same period under the same rules and how 
women actually do this in practice. Throughout this chapter the significant 
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relevance of mothers‟ actions and structural constraints and opportunities 
in women‟s decisions on labour market and caring work is identified. Now 
the problem is how this interplay is described. This shows the importance 
of a „middle way‟. Further, this move directs me to find the missing link to 
explain this complex process, combining motherhood and employment. 
Therefore this section examines how mothers‟ different moral rationalities 
shape their decision of combining motherhood and employment and 
moreover looks at how gendered moral rationality operates as a „middle 
element‟ to explain mothers‟ own understandings and behaviour and their 
responses to social structures.   
In this way, the research of Duncan and Edwards (1999) with British lone 
mothers in different social and ethnic groups developed the concept of 
„gendered moral rationalities‟. Based on extensive and intensive research 
methods, they found that these mothers had varying understandings and 
behavioural patterns around employment and motherhood. These 
rationalities are collective and social understandings about what the proper 
relationship is between motherhood and employment. According to 
Duncan and Edwards (1999), these identities are culturally and socially 
negotiated views about what behaviour is „right and proper‟.  
For example, in some social groups the concept of „good mother‟ always 
lies with the mother who stays at home with the children and looks after 
their psychological and physiological well-being rather than thinking of her 
own needs. The contrasting view of some social groups is that the mother 
should gain a higher education and a better job for the well-being of the 
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family and for the children‟s future. Some see both views as correct. In 
some countries, a social norm for ethics of childcare is very significant in 
law, for example in Finland (May, 2008). Although there has been gradual 
change of „good motherhood‟ practices, mothers still present a non-
negotiable moral state for their children (May, 2008). 
Further, Duncan and Edwards (1999) state that different „gendered moral 
rationalities‟ provide answers and guidance on the right and responsible 
things to do as a mother and why mothers bring up their children on their 
own, in relation to employment. These rationalities are central to mothers‟ 
decisions and accordingly, Duncan and Edwards (2003:311) identified that 
rationalities were first gendered because they dealt fundamentally with 
notions of mothering: mothers do remain primarily responsible for caring 
and household work rather than fathers. They state that rationalities were 
moral in providing answers about the right things to do because 
unquestioningly they do what is best and proper for children and there 
were rationalities in providing a framework for taking decisions about how 
to combine labour market and child care.  
Going further, Duncan and Edwards (1999:120) found three different types 
of „gendered moral rationalities‟ of mothers: „primarily mother‟, giving 
primacy to the moral benefits of physically caring for their children 
themselves; „mother/worker integral‟, seeing employment as part of their 
moral responsibilities towards their children; and „primarily worker‟, giving 
primacy to paid work for themselves as separate from their identity as 
mothers. For example, some mothers need to see their children all day, 
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believing that children should stay at home, some do childcare while doing 
paid work, some find a family member, particularly grand-mother, as a 
substitute mother, and some trust formal childcare to meet family and 
employment demands.  
Although Duncan and Edwards (1999) have identified socially negotiated 
and culturally patterned „gendered moral rationality‟ as the major 
determinant factor of mothers‟ employment behaviour, this has not 
undermined the relevant importance of economic rationalities for women‟s 
decisions, because economic factors are also influential in their decisions 
on combining caring work and employment. For example, some mothers 
can afford labour market opportunities, choosing high cost, better childcare 
facilities rather than going to low cost and less equipped childcare for their 
children and vice-versa. Similarly, mothers do not view childcare simply as 
a barrier to employment but they feel morally obligated to care and often 
wish to do so (Duncan and Edwards, 2003:310). Showing gendered 
identities, mothers identified themselves as main carer and in doing so 
they held a strong opinion on childcare but used it in different ways 
(Himmelweit and Sigala, 2004). Such as once a woman becomes a 
mother, she neglects climbing a career ladder (temporarily or permanently) 
and focuses all efforts on the child‟s development.  
Some studies reveal that when children are young, responsibilities towards 
child care play a key role. Mothers emotionally and morally place a prime 
importance on their children‟s needs rather than outside work. Duncan and 
Edwards (2003:18) found that personal income is secondary to the moral 
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and social question about what mothers should do about employment and 
choosing childcare. Thus, on some occasions, mothers get negative 
remarks on their employment records through taking more leave than their 
male counterparts (Burke and Fiksenbaum, 2008; Watts, 2009). However, 
when children get sick, mothers forget their career development, get leave 
and stay at home with children, following a notion of „good motherhood‟ as 
established throughout their life (Wijetilake, 2001). This is because 
mothers give priority to childcare according to their own social and moral 
understandings. Women‟s lives have expanded but ultimately the caring 
responsibilities lie as mothers‟ duties rather than fathers‟. Building on this 
tradition, the research by Edwards (2004) on hospitals and accountancy 
firms shows that wherever mothers work, full-time or part-time, they have 
practical and emotional obligations and responsibilities relating to family 
life and relationships.  
According to mothers‟ persisting ideologies, some have been valued as 
„primarily mother‟, „gendered moral rationality‟. Showing the benefits of 
own childcaring, these mothers bring up their children on their own. In 
contrast, some hold „primarily worker‟, „gendered moral rationality‟ and 
separate their identity as mothers. In some cases, mothers show 
„mother/worker integral‟ as their „gendered moral rationality‟, which they 
developed through past experiences. These mothers believe high level 
educational qualifications and occupational status provide privilege and 
good opportunity for their children‟s future. While moving up the career 
ladder, those mothers find a trusted way (grandparents with/or domestic 
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servants) of providing childcare facilities as a morally correct one. 
Research revealed (Armstrong and Walby, 2009) that the easy availability 
and affordability of childcare provides a positive image for mothers‟ 
employment. Although mothers do outside work, they do not take much 
interest in career development and emotionally they give more 
commitment to childcare (May, 2008). 
Moreover, Duncan and Edwards (1999) have analysed „gendered moral 
rationalities‟ on childcare in three different dimensions: first, how mothers 
understand their children's needs; second, how they understand their own 
needs; third, the balance between the two sets of needs. Mothers see their 
prime responsibility as childcare. They also consider mothers are the most 
appropriate carers for meeting their children‟s psychological development. 
In understanding their own needs, they act according to the established 
social and biological experiences learned throughout their lives. Thus, 
dominant values of childcaring in a particular environment are vital 
(Duncan and Edwards, 1999). In many societies, the dominant value of 
childcaring is the home-based care from the mother or a person who can 
substitute for mother‟s love (Hertz, 1997; Hand, 2005). Hansen and 
Hawkes‟s (2009) study of early childcare in the UK emphasised that 
grandparent care is positively associated with a child‟s vocabulary skills for 
the reason that they frequently interact with the child on a one-to-one 
basis.  
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Mothers‟ understanding of children‟s needs is also an important 
determinant of selection of care arrangements, such as mothers who 
believe their children need close and warm attention, trust family day care 
and mothers who give priority to structured education choose care centres 
(Seo, 2003; Da Silva and Wise, 2005). According to the child‟s age, 
mothers made quite different decisions: when children are very young, 
mothers believe they need close and warm attention but in contrast when 
they are at pre-school age, mothers‟ interest in childcare arrangements 
varies. For example, studies found that mothers place greater emphasis 
on structured education for children in the year before starting their school 
education (Rodd and Millikan, 1994; Hand, 2005). This educational 
environment is seen to help children to have a good start at school with a 
high level of reading skills (Hansen and Hawkes, 2009). Further the 
research identified that grand-parent care contributes positively to child 
development (Hansen and Hawkes, 2009). Whereas this research 
illustrates that less formal childcare arrangements are negatively 
associated with child development; for example a child who suffers from 
poor readiness also shows lack of social training.  
Again, this situation varies with countries, as there is availability of more 
generous reconciliation of work-family policies, childcare provision and 
parental leave. For example, in Sweden, provision of socialisation and 
care of children are regarded as responsibilities to be shared between 
parents and the welfare state, supported by employers (Björnberg, 2002: 
36). Fees, rules and regulations for childcare centres are different; 
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however, final responsibility lies with the Ministry of Education. Their aim is 
not just to provide care for children while parents are at work but to provide 
high quality educational, social and emotional support for children and 
hence combat social inequalities. While childcare staff are highly trained 
and professional, requiring a degree and further retraining, it remains that 
most of these caregiving jobs are occupied by young women, where „care‟ 
is still seen as primarily female with women as the best caregivers.  
Using data from the millennium cohort study in the UK, Hansen and 
Hawkes (2009: 212) found that qualifications of care providers, stability of 
staff, structure and content of daily activities, space and the facilities are 
positively associated with a child‟s cognitive development. Although 
informal care, such as care provided by friends and relatives, is popular 
among working mothers, research by Bernal and Keane (2007) observed 
many negative outcomes in the child‟s development, particularly 
behavioural problems. Therefore high quality childcare does not always 
lead to work-family balance but provides good educational and social 
training for the children. Moreover, it is an effective action in the prevention 
of child poverty (Leon, 2009). 
In Sweden, both parents are responsible for childcaring work. Parental 
leaves are regarded as a right of the child to be cared for by a parent at 
home (Björnberg, 2002: 35). A parent can request part-time work until a 
child is eight; also, if a child or childminder is sick, parents are entitled to 
sixty days‟ „temporary parental leave‟ for children under twelve. In addition, 
fathers are entitled to take two „daddy months‟ after the childbirth as a 
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replacement of maternity leave. As a result of these policies, there is a 
gradual increase in the use of parental leave by men: for example in 1995, 
77% of fathers took up the whole available „daddy month‟ (Björnberg, 
2002). However, gender usage of parental leave is again questionable; for 
example in 1999, 70% of Swedish mothers used available leave (60 days) 
due to child sickness. 
Also, only about a third of men take „daddy months‟ alone as mother is in a 
job (Björnberg, 2002). Therefore Björnberg (2002) argued that Sweden‟s 
family-friendly policies mainly promote children‟s interests rather than 
improvement in gender equality at workplace or home. The theory of 
economic rationality as expressed in „new household economics‟ (Becker, 
1974) also suggests that this situation is very favourable for the household 
economy as men earn more than women. Nevertheless, this is not true all 
the time, as in some instances, although mothers earn more, they take 
more parental leave (Ahrne and Roman, 1997; Björnberg, 2002).  The 
economic factor does not always act as central to mothers‟ decisions but 
gender identities and cultural norms of motherhood roles function as a key 
explanation (Björnberg, 2002). Another argument considers the power 
relations within the household and suggests that women allow men to take 
decisions (Andersson, 1993; Ahrne and Roman, 1997).   
Several studies have shown that mothers always put their children first in 
their decisions on mothering and paid-employment and keep them away 
from risk or harmful situations (Himmelweit and Sigala, 2004; May, 2008). 
In-depth qualitative studies emphasised that mothers in the UK, opposite 
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to Scandinavian ones, are reluctant to send their children to formal day 
care for a number of reasons. Trustworthiness is a key reason, as outside 
childcarers could be harmful for their children. A study in Australia reveals 
that mothers show fear about the possibility of their child‟s learning poor 
habits (Reid-Boyd, 2000; Hand, 2005). Similarly, in the UK study by 
Hansen and Hawkes (2009), it was observed that children who are in 
noisier and busier environments are more likely to have aggressive and 
stressful behaviour. In addition, a number of similar studies have 
highlighted that children were suffering from the poor quality and irregular 
changes of childcare workers (Björnberg, 2002). Therefore mothers were 
more attentive in the selection of childcare centres, for example the child‟s 
physical and mental development, the child socialisation and his/her peer 
groups are crucial (Hand, 2005; Byrne, 2006). Practical aspects of 
childcare, such as location, distance to mother‟s (or father‟s) workplace 
and the opening hours of the childcare centres are also influential.  
In addition, long-term waiting lists, deposits to secure places and 
unaffordable fees shaped mothers‟ decisions on childcaring differently 
(Himmelweit and Sigala, 2004). Pre-existing motherhood experiences of 
childcare also play a significant role; for example some mothers make their 
decision following their own mothers‟ experiences or their hearing stories 
from their workplace friends. Further, research has shown that mothers ‟ 
level of education and employment also lead to different decisions on use 
of childcare arrangements (Crompton and Harris, 1998; Debacker, 2008). 
Therefore, similar studies have acknowledged the possibilities of 
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substantial variations among mothers‟ decisions on caring arrangements. 
This is because of mothers‟ different judgements on their own needs and 
their child‟s needs (Duncan, 2005; Hand, 2005).  
By examining different mothers‟ views on caring and paid-work, such as 
British lone mothers who are in different classes (working and middle) and 
have obtained different qualifications (high and low), Duncan and Edwards 
(2003) found that mothers do not simply react to the available state policy 
but their own moral rationality and socially constructed „good mothering‟ 
practices are more decisive in taking up paid-work. In this way, they saw 
that cost-benefit calculations, personal income, promotions and state 
policy still remain as a secondary level explanatory tool for analysing this 
social inquiry.  
Now the task is to explain how „gendered moral rationality‟ acts as a 
„middle way element‟. The extended research by Duncan and Edwards 
(2003) pointed out why mothers hold the different types of gendered moral 
rationalities: „primarily mother‟, „primarily worker‟ and „mother/worker 
integral‟. This is why mothers take different action in relation to the state 
policy or labour market or education. For example, although some mothers 
obtained high level education qualification, they give moral primacy to 
caring for their children by themselves by staying at home; in contrast, 
some give primacy to paid-work and hold „primarily worker‟, „gendered 
moral rationality‟. In this way, „gendered moral rationality‟ helps me to bring 
the agency and structure together and finally to resolve unclear separate 
ideas of combining motherhood and employment.  
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In the case of Sri Lanka, different social groups, such as different ethnic 
and class groups, have valued motherhood differently. Deeply rooted 
religious ideologies on „motherhood‟, varying according to Buddhism, 
Islam and Hinduism, are influential in the decision of combining mothering 
with paid work. In some groups, mothers earn higher education 
qualifications to enter into marriage and to be a good teacher for their 
children, but they do not enter paid work. Some mothers believe  that 
mothers are not the only possible carers and socialisers of their children 
but that in addition there are other opportunities for a child to develop 
warm emotional relationships, for example with fathers, grandmothers, 
aunts and/or other relatives (Dias, 1990). The availability of resources, 
both human and material, had a strong impact on the composition of a 
family unit including family size, domestic labour and child care (Dias, 
1990). However, the concept of nuclear family which is considered the 
norm in Sri Lankan society today recognises a social unit which is 
composed of parents and children to the exclusion of such other relatives 
(grandparents, aunts and uncles).  
Thus, mothers in Sri Lanka have faced new needs arising in the more 
qualitative aspects of a child‟s life, which were traditionally fulfilled by the 
extended family. For example, previously when parents lived with an 
extended family, grandparents were available to take their grandchildren to 
school when the mother or father was busy. But now, most dual earner 
couples are not co-resident with their extended families, therefore parents 
have to use private school bus services to collect and bring their children 
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to school as schools and offices start at the same time. This is because 
there is lack of trustworthy childcare centres even in the main cities, 
including Colombo. Although parents prefer such services which are easily 
available, they are not satisfied with the transport facilities provided for 
school children (Dias, 1990).    
In this way different kinds of motherhood practices have existed, and 
continue to exist, in Sri Lanka. Further, different kinds of structural 
problems in the country, such as available childcare facilities and school, 
and office opening hours, have also influenced the development of 
different motherhood practices in Sri Lanka. Thus, analysing different 
women‟s varying „gendered moral rationalities‟ in different social, ethnic 
and occupation groups will give the opportunity to answer the questions 
posed above.  
2.10  Conclusion  
Throughout this chapter, it has been evident that there has been 
considerable research effort centred on combining motherhood and 
employment and three notable levels of understanding can be identified. In 
the first level, Hakim‟s preference theory is investigated. This provides 
some rich insights into the issue of motherhood and employment, 
particularly around women‟s job segregation. As discussed above and as 
researchers have shown, structures, opportunities and constraints are less 
relevant for Hakim‟s argument. However, numerous studies revealed how 
working mothers face structural constraints in both spheres, particularly 
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about childcare problems, pay gaps and career breakdown, although 
Hakim (1995) argues against „five myths‟. This is because of Hakim‟s 
postulation of disembeddness of norms and social structures from their 
social contexts. In this way, Hakim‟s other argument that “our thesis is that 
lifestyle preferences and values are becoming more important 
determinants of behaviour” is less valued. Without understanding mothers‟ 
norms, social positions and contexts, no research makes sense of how 
mothers are socially grounded. Consequently, this situation makes it 
difficult to understand when the situation is demographically and 
geographically different, for example for differently coupled working 
mothers in Sri Lanka.  
Critically arguing against Hakim‟s preference theory, feminist research 
shows how structural constraints and opportunities impact on women‟s 
work-family balance. Researchers also highlighted the continuity of 
women‟s disadvantageous positions in workplaces. Numerous studies 
show how class is a good explanatory tool to grasp mothers‟ different 
orientations towards the labour market, family and access to resources. In 
addition, a wide range of intensive and extensive research confirmed that 
although a number of policies guarantee women‟s equal rights, women still 
stay as second class citizens compared to men. The ideology of men for 
the public sphere, particularly for paid work, and women for domestic 
work, is still apparent. Therefore women, for example from the process of 
selection to retirement, experience negative treatment. Mothers‟ decisions 
on work, full-time, part-time or not at all, are thus shaped by a broad range 
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of social, economic and cultural structures, which constrain and impinge 
on how they can act, what is available and what they expect as right and 
proper. However, analysing only structural constraints and opportunities 
cannot allow understanding of mothers‟ decisions on combining 
motherhood and employment as this needs to explain more about norms 
and their normative processes. 
Further, literature has suggested that different gendered welfare regimes 
have an important impact on women‟s and mothers‟ lives. The aims of the 
state policies are to further economic efficiency, advance women‟s 
positions and ensure children‟s well-being, but their practicability is often 
limited. However, these models have largely ignored women‟s unpaid 
caring work and studies showed that mothers‟ decisions on paid work and 
family responsibilities do not depend just on the state or economic policies 
but on cultural values. Therefore the explanatory value of this approach is 
insufficient to understand mothers‟ decision on paid work and family work.  
At the next level, the macro level analysis of gender arrangement 
approach was developed to explain historically specific „gender cultures‟, 
deep-rooted social understandings concerning the „right‟ gendered division 
of labour and the „proper‟ construction of childhood, motherhood and 
fatherhood. Subsequently in the next level, micro level understanding of 
gendered moral rationality places this structural model with notions of 
women‟s agency together, by focusing on mothers‟ gendered identities as 
a basis for their actions in combining motherhood and employment. 
Therefore, on the one hand, the concept of gendered moral rationality and, 
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on the other, social structures, including state policies, are central to 
agency in explaining women‟s employment decisions. In this way, 
research acknowledges the missing link and shows the importance of 
relationality between norms, values and social position for explaining 
social issues (Irwin, 2005). Thus, mutuality of normative and social 
structural processes will provide a new way of emphasis for the mothers‟ 
decision on combining motherhood and employment.  
Now, it is clear that existing conceptualisations offer new insights into 
current research and that this detailed literature review also emphasises 
that work-family research requires further development to gain complete 
understanding of combining work and family. In addition, Sri Lanka does 
not take the work-family balance issue as a significant problem, even 
though work-family conflict is a very common issue all over the world. 
Further, sufficient research has not been conducted and in effect no 
empirical or theoretical examinations have been made in the Sri Lankan 
context. Therefore the research has to give attention to expanding the 
geographical scope of the literature on combining motherhood and 
employment. In addition, unfortunately, most of the studies have 
concerned only negative outcomes and largely neglect and ignore the 
positive outcomes which can occur when combining mothering with 
employment. Therefore it is necessary to explore both conflicts as well as 
benefits, where mothers gain or lose from combining work and family. 
The next reason is that, although a range of studies have addressed the 
importance of social and institutional structures and mothers‟ agency, no 
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study has shown how this interplay exists in any given society and why 
different sectors maintain different practices even in the same social 
context. Therefore the present research needs to focus on this 
methodological limitation. Finally, having identified the limitations of past 
studies, the present research needs to acquire its sample by considering 
age, ethnicity, occupation, family structure (dual-earner couple model 
which is popular in Sri Lanka) and family members to fill the existing gap. 
Therefore, in the next chapter, the research context, sampling strategy and 
analytical strategy are explained to answer the following research aims.  
 How do professional and managerial women combine motherhood 
with paid work in Sri Lanka?  
 How do they find a balance between employment and household 
work?  
 How does this combination relate to women‟s relationships with 
their families and employers?  
 How do respondents understand this combination in terms of  
gendered identities and social norms?  
 How is this understanding arrived at?  
 What are the policy implications particularly for professionals and 
managers in Sri Lanka? 
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Chapter 3 
Methodology 
 
3.1  Introduction 
The purpose of this chapter is to describe and explain the research design 
and choice of methods in carrying out a case study of mothers‟ 
combination of paid work and unpaid domestic work in Sri Lanka. In 
section 3.2, the rationale for the selection of the case study method is 
described. Attention is drawn to ethical considerations in section 3.3. The 
ontological and epistemological implications of this research are 
discussed in section 3.4.  In section 3.5, the research approach, which is 
based on an „intensive‟ in-depth qualitative method with supplementary 
use of quantitative data from secondary sources, is established and 
explained. In section 3.6, the choice of research methods (namely semi-
structured interviews, structured interviews, observation, questionnaires, 
diaries and document analysis) are explained. In section 3.7, interview 
procedure is presented. The issues surrounding generalisation from small 
samples are described in section 3.8 and the chapter concludes in section 
3.9.  
3.2  The case study method 
The case study method is a strategy for undertaking research which 
involves an empirical investigation of a particular phenomenon, within its 
real life context, using multiple sources of evidence (Robson, 1993). As 
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the main objective of this study is to gain a detailed understanding of how 
mothers in Sri Lanka combine unpaid domestic work with paid work, this 
approach provides a rich picture of a phenomenon. This method is 
especially relevant to an in-depth study such as research on complexities, 
contradictions and multiple realities (Stake, 1995). Consequently, the case 
study method is a good tool for research on the „why‟ and „how‟ questions 
in regard to mothers‟ perceptions and agency within different settings. In 
this way, the case study method allows an investigation into the real life 
events in complex social situations such as family life patterns, structures 
and processes (Yin, 1994). In addition, as suggested by Verschuren 
(2001), the case study method is suitable for studying phenomena that are 
highly complex and embedded within cultural contexts. For example, the 
social practices of combining motherhood and employment are not fixed 
and can vary from society to society and by class, ethnic and age 
groupings, as well as in different organisational and local settings (see 
Duncan, 2006). Thus, this sort of understanding can be arrived at by using 
a „thick‟ description about a particular group of people in their natural 
settings (Nilsen, 2005). 
Place is important in case study research in that each site has to be 
described in all its complexity and uniqueness, thereby producing thick 
descriptions. Furthermore, it is possible to examine ideas developed from 
the rich data gathered in each individual site and see their applications in 
other sites (Macpherson, Brooker and Ainsworth, 2000: 56). Also, as 
Stake (1995) points out, cases are not chosen on the basis of their 
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representative qualities but instead are purposively chosen for their 
potential to offer specific insights to the research. Therefore this research 
first identifies a feminised sector, public health, and a traditionally male 
dominated sector, public banking, which is undergoing increasing 
feminisation, as case study sectors. Secondly, mothers in managerial and 
professional positions are taken as a case study within these sectors. 
Empirical studies (see, for details, Crompton, 2006, 2004; Edwards, 2004) 
have shown that women in these positions not only have a significantly 
high level of problems in combining family responsibilities with a work 
career but also a high level of stress compared with other workers such as 
clerical staff and manual workers. At the same time, the Sri Lankan health 
professionals‟ context can usefully be compared with that of the bank 
managers. For this comparison, Crompton and Harris‟s study (1999) on 
women bank and health professionals in the UK and Europe provides 
detailed reflection for this study. Finally, the two occupational case studies 
were chosen to maximise generalisability while keeping manageable data 
sets.  
3.3  Ethical considerations 
Researchers have an obligation to respect the rights, needs, values and 
desires of informants. Therefore they have to comply with their views and 
requests, such as not to tape record their interactive discussions. Drawing 
on their experiences of interviewing women, Cresswell (1994), Finich 
(1984) and Elliott (2005) suggest that it is appropriate and ethical for 
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women to interview women. It can also be more practical. This was 
particularly the case with this study; thus in Sri Lanka, for some ethnic 
groups, a single woman is not allowed to be alone with one man other 
than her husband, father, uncle or brother, and there is a prevailing social 
norm that women‟s difficulties are best discussed with a woman. I believe 
because of being of the same gender, some of these religious and cultural 
effects were minimised. 
Before participation in the interview, each respondent was fully briefed 
verbally about the purpose of the research and informed about all the data 
collection activities as well as how the collected data would be used. 
Similarly, verbal permission was received from each interviewee to 
progress during the interview sessions. Finally, participants were informed 
that if they had any further inquiries about or problems with the interview 
questions, they could contact me by mobile phone at any time. Indeed, at 
the initial stage of the interviews, female doctors displayed anxiety about 
the misquotation of their interviews. However, by seeing the respondents 
on a number of occasions and listening to their personal and professional 
stories, it was possible to develop a warm rapport with them and gain 
informed consent, but not written, for their contribution. All interviewees 
were assured of anonymity and to ensure participants‟ confidentiality, all 
the generated data were kept securely. In addition, pseudonyms have 
been used and thus their real names were removed from all the quoted 
material.  
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There was, however, one particular problem: that of interviewee distress. 
At the start of the entire schedule of interviews, mothers displayed a happy 
disposition. In the later stages, some women had changed their moods 
and displayed anger, frustration, more tension and/or regretted their past 
deprived experiences. Sometimes, some of them wept and/or appeared 
worried when they recalled unhappy, embarrassing or miserable 
experiences. I was vigilant in anticipating problems. When such painful 
issues were raised, I gave full freedom to the interviewee to talk and 
offered rest breaks. As pointed out by Brannen (1988), when such 
incidents occurred, I changed the topics appropriately to reduce the 
chances of upsetting the respondent.  
As there is no code of ethics for the conduct of social research in Sri 
Lanka, there was therefore no opportunity to give counselling support or to 
arrange appropriate referrals for the respondents. Although mothers 
explained difficulties of managing various social roles, none reported any 
psychological illness or problems which would require me to discuss in 
detail after the interview. Nonetheless, I found this a hard and 
embarrassing issue. The interviews with directors of each sector also 
raised ethical concerns. Therefore I maintained the ethical practice of not 
attempting to ask any questions or make any suggestions directly about 
the sample mothers, but rather discuss mothers in general in the health 
and banking sectors.  
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3.4  Ontological and epistemological implications 
The two paradigms, quantitative and qualitative (or, perhaps better 
expressed, intensive and extensive), are based on different ontological 
and epistemological approaches. The quantitative researcher views the 
ontological issue of what is real as being objective and measured by using 
a questionnaire or an instrument (Creswell, 1994). In contrast, the 
qualitative researcher‟s only reality is that constructed by the individuals 
involved in the research situation. The qualitative researcher relies on 
voices and interpretations of informants.  Therefore, reality is subjective 
and can be multiple as seen by informants in a study (Creswell, 1994). My 
ontological position suggests that the key respondents‟ understandings, 
experiences and interactions are the most meaningful properties of social 
reality. Hence an intensive qualitative method is identified as a core 
approach to this research.  
Epistemologically, the quantitative researcher assumes that the researcher 
should be distant and independent from what is being researched, for 
example through „objective‟ surveys and experiments. However, the 
qualitative researcher assumes that the researcher has to, and indeed 
should, interact with what is being researched. Therefore the researcher 
tries to minimise distance between the researcher and those being 
researched, for example through interviews and participant observation 
(Creswell, 1994). Hence my epistemological stance suggests in-depth 
interviewing as an appropriate method to generate data on ontological 
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properties - the key respondents‟ understandings, experiences and 
interactions. 
3.5  Qualitative and quantitative research approaches 
Quantitative research approaches are positivistic and typified as hard 
generalisable surveys, and quantitative data are therefore presented as 
reliable and valid, objective and clean, and oriented towards producing 
empirical outcomes generalisable across different social contexts 
(Robson, 1993; Macpherson, Brooker and Ainsworth, 1999). In the 
quantitative research approach, researchers supposedly use accepted and 
precise meanings with the purpose of explaining natural phenomena 
(Kerlinger, 1979; Creswell, 1994). The quantitative paradigm of research is 
theory based. It uses an interrelated set of constructs and forms into 
hypotheses which explain the relationship among constructs (Robson, 
1993; Clarke, 2008). The researcher acts detached from the research 
process, which may include various methods, for example questionnaires, 
statistical analysis, survey and statistical theory (Bryman, 1988; Clarke, 
2008). Thus this approach is less relevant as my prime aim is to examine 
how mothers combine motherhood with paid work, under what conditions 
and with what consequences, which are almost entirely unknown in Sri 
Lanka. 
In contrast to the numerical data produced by quantitative research, 
qualitative methods are often considered as subjective; they certainly 
place more emphasis on the localised contexts (Macpherson, Brooker and 
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Ainsworth, 1999). The qualitative researcher is interested in meanings and 
how these meanings and understandings are mediated through the people 
(Robson, 1993). The researcher acts closely with the research process, 
therefore his/her actions, values and understandings strongly link with the 
data collection and analysis process (Creswell, 1994; Clarke, 2008). A 
small sample size is preferable for qualitative inquiry so as to allow this 
implied in-depth approach, although this then has some implications for 
generalisation. This approach is effective as my aim is to produce detailed 
process based explanations of a phenomenon; in this case, for example, 
how and why mothers combine mothering with employment.  
Sayer (1984, 1992) has criticised this „scientific‟ typification between 
quantitative and qualitative, rather than distinguishing between „intensive‟ 
and „extensive‟ research designs. This distinction focuses on the role and 
output of the research, rather than its technology (see also Duncan, 2001).  
Extensive, often quantitative, research designs are usually used to 
describe overall patterns, particularly for the „what‟ and „where‟ questions, 
features of taxonomic groups using representative or population data from 
large-scale surveys or secondary statistical data. They are more 
appropriate, therefore, for producing representative, descriptive data. For 
example, labour force surveys show categorical characteristics such as 
male and female labour force participation rates in different sectors in a 
particular country. These types of statistically representative data can then 
be used to monitor overall trends and changes. However, this approach is 
not as effective when the aim is to produce detailed process based 
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explanations of a phenomenon; in this case, for example, it would be 
difficult to understand how and why mothers combine child care with paid 
work.  
Intensive, often qualitative, research designs usually employ in-depth 
qualitative methods, such as interviews and ethnography and case study 
methods. They also often commonly use purposive samples generated by 
explanatory theory. In both these ways the focus is placed on finding 
information on processes and agency. Hence the outcomes of qualitative 
methods are essentially expressed in linguistic form and there is a greater 
possibility of creating a deeper understanding for „how‟ and „why‟ 
questions. Qualitative methods are used to explain social phenomena to 
produce a rich understanding of complex social structures (Sayer, 1984, 
1992). Intensive research inquiry therefore requires close attention to real 
life activities and actions in a social context. In my case, basing the 
research on an intensive design allowed me to produce detailed 
identification of the lived experiences and understandings of mothers, 
which gave a key to discovering the social processes involved in their 
combination of childcare and paid work.  
To understand women‟s different beliefs and experiences, it was 
necessary to hear their own voices on the issue (see Clarke, 2008). The 
research depends, therefore, on detailed narrative accounts of the work-
life balance of working mothers. In turn, this better enabled theory and 
explanation to be derived inductively from the rich sources of data 
generated (Sayer 1992; Cresswell, 1994; Miles and Huberman, 1994). The 
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most appropriate design for this research is therefore an intensive, 
qualitative based investigation which can produce deeper understanding of 
the processes involved in mothers‟ behaviour in combining paid and 
unpaid work. Nonetheless, this „intensive level‟ information was  
supplemented by „extensive‟ statistically representative data, when it 
existed, such as levels of female education and rates of labour force 
participation. This allowed some placing of the intensive material into a 
wider context. 
3.6  The choice of research methods 
There are epistemological reasons for conducting interviews, for example 
a researcher knows that knowledge and evidence are situational and 
interactional, therefore he/she requires to take a distinctive approach in 
each interview (Mason, 2002). In this research, my aim is to receive 
sensitive experience on the respondents‟ own terms while presenting 
relevant issues and topics to the interviewee. Therefore I used in-depth 
qualitative, semi-structured interviews with mothers and their partners as 
the core method in this research.  
Qualitative researchers have claimed that interview method is an effective 
way for collecting information on people‟s attitudes and beliefs (May, 1993; 
Mason, 2002). In qualitative research, interviews are one of the major 
techniques for accessing individual people as research subjects and 
entering into their views and understandings (May, 1993); hence they are 
popularly considered to be „conversation with a purpose‟ (Burgess, 1984). 
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According to Mason (2002), this method is flexible and the purpose is 
achieved through active engagement by both interviewer and interviewee. 
This flexibility can be considered as an important factor in success of 
qualitative interviews. Therefore, in order to the capture mothers‟ 
narratives on combining motherhood and employment, in-depth, semi-
structured interview with 23 respondents was the core research technique 
employed.  
Structured interview is a verbal questionnaire using set questions in a 
standardised form. Structured interview use an interview schedule 
designed to obtain uniform answers. I used structured interviews therefore 
there were some structured questions for mothers to cover basic 
information on demographic aspects of their lives, for example mothers‟ 
and children‟s ages. In addition, structured interviews with three directors 
at the mothers‟ workplaces were used to access institutional views on 
employment and management.  
I was able to observe some research participants‟ behaviour therefore 
observation was also used with the key respondents over a certain time to 
observe their behaviour while listening to their responses. Although the 
participant observation method gives close familiarity about research 
participants, I was not able to use this method, mainly because it is 
unlikely to allow access to all respondents‟ homes and workplaces, which 
were the research sites. 
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The questionnaire method can also be used to measure attitudes, 
thoughts and behaviour of a population (May, 1993). The advantage of this 
method is that it is easier and quicker to apply with larger numbers of 
informants than interviews. However, for my purposes this is inadequate, 
as a corollary of greater numbers is lower „penetration‟; questionnaires do 
not easily give access to in-depth information about respondents‟ 
understandings and values  As my aim is to produce detailed process 
explanations of mothers‟ work-life balance questionnaires would not be 
suitable here. 
In this research I focus on motherhood, rather than fatherhood. Modern 
fathers are more child-oriented than previously, and are now more likely 
than in the past to be involved in childcare (Brannen and Nilsen, 2006, on 
the UK). Nevertheless roles remain highly gendered and it is mothers who 
take on most of the responsibility for childcare (Santos and Cabral-
Cardoso, 2008 on Portugal; Acker, 1992 on Sweden). Thus, I expect a 
similar situation in Sri Lanka.  
Esping Anderson (2009) acknowledged that if a researcher‟s focus is on 
overall women‟s employment, it provides a misleading picture of women‟s 
labour market patterns because unmarried women have high participation 
rates and achieve top level positions compared to married women (see 
Chapter 2). Therefore it is appropriate to focus on married women with 
children, particularly with small children.  
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According to Mason (2002), the analysis of documentary sources is one of 
the major techniques for extensive research. For this research, some of 
the available documents were used for generating information of this type. 
First, various published and unpublished historical and religious stories 
and narrative poems about motherhood gave information about historical 
and cultural contexts. Secondly, for information about state policy and 
implementation, government acts and regulations were consulted. Finally, 
official statistics, surveys and references gave information on overall 
population and employment patterns and changes. 
This research also accesses online available nationally representative 
large-scale survey data to support and extend the qualitative information. 
This material is limited, however, with no specific survey material available 
on the research issues. Rather, general statistical material is available in 
the form of nationwide labour force surveys carried out on a quarterly 
basis, from 1990 to 2007, to measure the levels and trends of employment 
and unemployment in the labour force (Sri Lanka Government, 2007). This 
survey has been running with similar sets of questions throughout, 
although some changes were made each year. This is the only nationally 
representative sample survey in Sri Lanka designed to measure the levels 
and trends of employment and unemployment on a continuous basis. This 
survey provides details on gender, sector and age but not parental or 
marital status or childcare about the employees in Sri Lanka. In addition, a 
socio-economic nationwide survey has been conducted at five-yearly 
intervals, with the latest available to the research in 2007 (Sri Lanka 
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Government, 2007). However, the survey only measures economic 
indicators of employment rather than social attitudes or life patterns of 
mothers (or parents).  
Finally, documentary sources are used to supplement the investigation. 
Government Acts and official documents, published documents from 
banks and the Sri Lanka Health Department, NGO publications, existing 
research evidence, media and newspaper reports provide useful 
information.  Firstly, these documents are useful in gaining information on 
the historical and cultural contexts, including women‟s position in Sri 
Lanka. Secondly, such documents help to describe trends, such as 
changes in women‟s participation in paid and unpaid employment, and 
their work-family behaviour. However, we should remember that 
documents might be viewed as media for explaining „social power‟ 
(Giddens, 1976; Habermas, 1984; May, 1996) and that documents are 
also to be approached in terms of the cultural context in which they were 
written, „as attempts at persuasion‟ (Sparks, 1992; May, 1996:139). For 
example, government and official documents reshape the structure and 
activities of the state (Scott, 1990). In turn, the state has a significant 
impact on mothers‟ decisions (Esping Anderson, 2009). Similarly, „grey‟ 
documents such as those produced by supra-national organisations lie the 
World Bank and the International Monetary Fund also indirectly reshape 
individual behaviour (see Chapter 2.5 and 2.6).  
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As Scott (1990) shows, personal documents can be valuable in 
complementing more standard interviewing methods and, if available to a 
researcher, can provide a unique insight into family life. However, use of 
personal documents may result in difficulties: such materials are often 
incomplete, difficult to interpret and may not be available for either public 
or private access. In this research, personal documents and diaries were 
not used for these reasons.  
3.7  Interview procedure 
The interviews with the sample mothers (10) began with some warm-up 
questions on topical but unthreatening issues, for example about the home 
environment, neighbourhood practices and popular TV programmes. 
These questions were semi-structured in nature therefore interview 
followed the same themes for each interviewee. There were two reasons 
for these questions: first to ensure that the sample mothers were 
comfortable with the interview process, and second to gain their trust and 
make confidence to reveal their life stories. After this, a series of structured 
questions were asked about age, educational qualification, nature of 
marriage, children‟s age, residential locations, transfers and internal 
mobility within the country and older dependants (see Appendix A, p.367). 
The purpose of these questions was, on the one hand, to double-check 
later information given by the respondents and, on the other, to respect 
their time and not overly disturb their daily life. However, these standard 
questions were conversational in tone and interviewees were given 
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freedom to choose their preferred language, as I believe interviewees 
should have freedom to speak and show their own feelings. Therefore 
interviews were held mainly in Sinhalese. At the request of the Tamil and 
Muslim mothers, their interviews were in English.  
I further believe that the interviewer‟s and interviewees‟ personal 
characteristics are decisive for the interview process. This is because as 
interviewees are from different backgrounds, for example with different 
qualifications, occupations and ethnicities, they may understand the same 
matter differently. Thus the same set of predetermined questions was not 
put to all the interviewees or standardised questions asked in a 
standardised form and the order of the questions and their wording was 
varied according to the interviewee. These pre-set topics then led into the 
more open-ended questions. As Brannen (1988) suggests, I approached 
more sensitive topics more gradually to minimise or avoid any hurtful 
events during interview sessions. Also, I was aware of the need for caution 
as professionals are especially difficult to interview, because of their talent 
for persuasion and artifice (Ross, 2001). 
The interview then proceeded with open-ended questions, using the semi-
structured interview guide, to items not covered previously. These 
additionally allowed respondents to expand their stories on the themes 
outlined by their responses to earlier questions (see Appendix B, p.369). 
The interview questions were categorised into two areas: family life and 
work life. Following Strauss and Corbin (1998), these initial questions were 
derived from the relevant literature, particularly about the influence of key 
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concepts on mothers‟ decisions, such as „preferences‟, „structural 
constraints‟, „gender arrangement‟ and „gender identity‟. Interviewees were 
given enough time to tell their stories. This ensured by the not breaking the 
respondents‟ silence and on some occasions some respondents kept 
repeating the same incidents.  
Most topics were relevant for all respondents but there were some areas 
of difference according to their responses to the interview questions. 
Therefore interview questions were revised on several occasions. For 
example, for some questions, some mothers just smiled or kept quiet. The 
interview strategy was then shifted accordingly and, in effect, the interview 
approach varied for each interviewee. As an interview strategy, sometimes 
I presented my own experiences as almost all mothers expressed their 
interest in hearing these. They were more concerned about my 
employment, qualifications, overseas experiences, and how I combine 
motherhood and employment. This interaction minimised avoidances and 
silences and made them recall their own life stories.  
Two interviews were held with each mother (10) in the sample. Holloway 
and Jefferson (2000) suggest the use of two interviews to enable the 
researcher to build up a trusting relationship with the interviewees and to 
demonstrate that the researcher is interested in hearing about their 
experiences. This also allows follow-up and development of particular 
issues. Each interview lasted approximately one hour although this was 
influenced by respondents‟ availability. At the first interview, the focus was 
on the life history of the respondent, who was simply asked to tell her life 
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story about her childhood, education, marriage and career. The second 
interview focused on the concrete aspects of the respondent‟s present 
experiences and encouraged her to reflect on her understandings of them. 
This second interview took place one month or (at the earliest) two weeks 
after the first interview. In between, it was possible to read and re-read the 
written interview data from the first interview, which assisted in discovering 
important issues, contradictions, inconsistencies and evasions before 
going on to the second interview as a fresh session.  
Tape recording could not be used during the interviews. Almost all 
mothers in the health sample refused or expressed reluctance to give their 
consent for this. Apparently, this reluctance was due to an unethical 
incident with interviewing which occurred within the medical field shortly 
before the interview period. A researcher had disclosed the collected data 
(tape recorded data about the hospital sector) to the Sri Lanka public 
without respondents‟ consent. In a similar way, although mothers in the 
banking sector consented to talk about unlawful as well as unjust 
management practices in banks, they refused to allow tape recording. This 
apparently reflects their feeling of vulnerability if such data could be 
personally traced to them, and was exacerbated as there is no code of 
ethics for the conduct of research in terms of social responsibility and 
human protection in Sri Lanka.    
The impossibility of tape recording was thus a limitation as full attention 
could not be given to the interviewees‟ actual conversat ion while making 
notes. In effect, it was not possible to write down easily all of the narrative 
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and especially its pauses, laughter and sadness. However, it was possible 
to make more extensive notes as soon as possible after each interview, 
using a field note book which provided a detailed account of the interviews  
Thus, for example, avoidances, facial expressions and different moods, 
could be recorded. I also recorded observational details and chronicled, in 
diary form, my own thinking, feelings, experiences and perceptions. 
In a similar way, the semi-structured interviews for partners (8 of the 23) 
were used to obtain supplementary information about motherhood and 
paid work from their perspective. In two cases for mothers without 
partners, these were replaced by the most „significant‟ family carer - a 
daughter and mother, respectively (see Appendix C, p.373). Interview 
sessions took place with each partner interviewee at home although in one 
case the interview took place at the workplace. In addition, structured 
interviews were held with a director in each organisation (3 of 23) to gather 
information on mothers‟ organisational behavioural patterns and to access 
the views of top management on the female versus male managers in the 
workplace (see Appendix D, p.375). 
3.7.1  Observation 
Qualitative research almost inevitably involves both interviewing and 
observation (Gerson and Horowitz, 2002). Observation as a method 
usually entails the researcher‟s immersing her/himself in the research 
setting so that he/she can experience situations and actions at first hand 
(Mason, 2002; Coffey, 1999). By implication, this includes in-depth 
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interviewing in one case, for example, I had an opportunity to participate in 
a religious ceremony. Taking advantage of this, I stayed more than seven 
hours, using different types of strategies to see and hear normal behaviour 
and relationships with family members. In this case, I was able to write 
down respondents‟ behaviours and their relationships with family 
members, although it was not possible to record all the observational details 
easily.   
However, as Kleinman and Copp (1993) explain, the qualitative researcher 
may experience painful feelings more than the quantitative researcher. In 
this case, the atmosphere became very quiet and artificial for an initial 
period. In effect, I had a more uncomfortable experience, such as feeling 
lonely which changed my behaviour accordingly, but which later seemed 
to return to normal. This implies that it is better for researchers to use a 
middle way, balancing involvement with detachment and familiarity with 
strangeness (Bloor and Wood, 2006).  
In this research, I used my own knowledge as a mother and a university 
lecturer, who herself combines paid work and motherhood, to assist in the 
collection of interview information. For example, mothers sometimes tried 
to hide their emotional feelings, such as anger and tension, when they 
were engaged in busy schedules. As a mother in similar circumstances I 
could pick up their body language like facial expressions and changes of 
behaviour which provided additional evidence to their spoken responses. 
As Becker (1998) suggests, one enters the research site with concepts 
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and ideas which direct our gaze and need to be recorded as fully as 
possible, as well as small, seemingly unimportant actions or words which 
can become critical. Hence, I tried to make notes on what I saw and heard 
and on respondents‟ concurrent actions when they were engaged in 
household and caring tasks, especially cooking and eating. However, 
some of the actions were not fully noted for a variety of reasons, for 
example other people might interrupt, actions could be faster than my 
writing, and clearly I could not request that an action be repeated. To 
mitigate this, symbols were used as well as words in my record.  
3.8  Sample size and generalisation 
This research uses a predetermined small purposive sample of female 
professionals and managers (10) and their partners or family members 
(10) together with 3 supplementary interviews with directors. The small 
sample size is commonly criticised for its lack of generalisability, which 
makes claims beyond its sample site limited. On the other hand small 
sample size gives the potential for in-depth research. I now go on to 
discuss the issue of depth and generalisation here.  
 Every research design has its own strengths and weaknesses (Sayer, 
1992; Duncan and Edwards, 1999). Some researchers have 
acknowledged the advantages of capitalising on mixed methods to 
analyse complex social issues (for example Sayer 1984, 1992, Patton, 
1990; Datta, 1997; Bazeley, 2002, Mason 2002). As there is a dearth of 
information and statistics about mothers, motherhood, childcare in Sri 
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Lanka, it was not possible to use mixed methods for this research. For 
example, employment rates for mothers or for mothers with younger or 
older children, or attitudes towards working lives or religious faith are not  
measured statistically. This dearth necessarily limits my research in its 
general scope. Nonetheless the research focuses on process rather than 
form, and hence the availability of extensive form data was not overly 
crucial. In addition some forms of generalisation are still available as 
discussed below. 
Mason (2002) describes how it becomes necessary in a qualitative 
research project to use small samples because it is impractical and/or 
impossible or to make a complete census of wider populations; for 
instance, it is not possible or practical to interview all Sri Lankan working 
mothers. Nor, as Mason continues, is this necessary for research focused 
on the discovery of process.  However, in tackling this issue, Mason was 
aware of the problem of generalisation, and explored the possibility of 
„theoretical generalisation‟. This is not statistical, representative, 
generalisation, but rather uses small study samples to give an insight into 
how particular processes work in the wider context, while at the same time 
providing a detailed description of the particular context. Similarly, Lincoln 
and Guba‟s (1985:316) solution was for researchers to provide thick 
description, “to enable someone interested in making a transfer to reach a 
conclusion about whether the transfer can be contemplated as a 
possibility”.  
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Most recently, Payne and Williams (2005) have advocated a similar idea of 
empirically based „moderatum generalisation‟, which can produce 
„moderate‟ level generalisations from small qualitative samples. According 
to them, such generalisation needs explicit discussion of the study design. 
For example, the research design should plan for anticipated 
generalisations and generalisation should be more explicitly formulated 
within a context of supporting evidence. Further, a researcher should 
highlight common problems and issues and should describe his or her own 
assumptions about similarities and differences between the research site, 
what they call the „sending site‟‟ (for example, female doctors and bank 
professionals) and the general situation, what they call the „receiving sites‟ 
(for example, all female professionals and managers in Sri Lanka).  I have 
been guided by these ideas of „theoretical‟ and „moderatum‟ generalisation 
and try to apply them in this research. 
Case study research, as used in this study, exemplifies the issue of 
generalisation: how are the research conclusions to be generalised 
outside the case study? Addressing this problem, Yin (1994), echoing the 
discussion so far, pointed out how case study results produce 
generalisation at the level of theory rather than outcomes. Lincoln and 
Guba (2002) and Stake (1995) suggested that it is not essential to draw 
general conclusions but argue instead that case studies provide a depth 
and richness of description indispensable in understanding social issues. 
In other words, although there is a limitation in providing representative 
generalisations, case study research results have a general relevance and 
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are able to generate ideas and produce theoretical conclusions (Bloor and 
Wood, 2006).   
There are therefore some particular limitations for generalising from my 
research design which demand careful attention. This study does not 
represent the majority of working mothers‟ situations in Sri Lanka but 
rather examines in detail how and why a small number of professional and 
managerial mothers combine motherhood and employment. As discussed 
by Payne and Williams (2005), generalising to the experience of other 
female professions such as lawyers, accountants, architects, nurses and 
teachers, as well as other female-oriented jobs such as clerical staff and 
garment factory workers, will need „moderatum generalisation‟. Even in 
terms of theoretical and moderatum generalisation, it will be possible to 
make only general observations about mothers in different classes.   
Class differences are an obvious factor in combining motherhood and 
employment: for example, professionals are more able to access high 
quality private childcare and domestic services than working class mothers 
(Hobson, 2009, on the UK; Santos and Cabral-Cardoso, 2008, on 
Portugal). This research does not explicitly address class differences due 
to the need to keep manageable data sets. Similarly, only very general 
observations can be made about childless women, who show higher 
career orientation, participation rates and seniority (cf. Esping Anderson, 
2009).  Rather, this research allows generalisation about the process of 
combining motherhood and paid work in context, specifically on how 
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professional and managerial mothers in a particular situation combine 
motherhood and employment.  
3.9  Conclusion 
This chapter described the approach and the methodology used in this 
research on how mothers combine motherhood and employment. Firstly, 
an intensive research design was identified as the basis to the research, 
although supplemented to an extent by extensive research. This allowed 
me to grasp mothers‟ different discursive and practical experiences in 
combining motherhood and employment in the banking and health sectors 
within Sri Lanka. Secondly, the research methods of semi-structured and 
structured interviews, observation, document analysis and sampling were 
discussed. I also discussed the issues surrounding generalisation from 
small samples and ethical considerations. The next chapter explains 
sampling strategy, experiences of access to participants and the selection 
of a strategy for the analysis of interview and observation data. 
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Chapter 4 
Sampling and analytical strategy 
The purpose of this chapter is to describe and explain the sampling and 
analytical strategy of the research. The sampling and access to 
participants are described in section 4.1. Section 4.2 goes on to explain 
the selection of a strategy for the analysis of interview data, using a 
thematic analysis influenced by the grounded theory. In section 4.3, the 
analytical procedures of the data analysis are presented. The data 
analysis process, emergent codes, sub- and core categories are then 
explored in section 4.4 and the chapter concludes in section 4.5.  
4.1  The sampling  
Purposive sampling was used for the creation of a „core sample‟ of 
interviewees in the intensive part of the research. Purposive sampling 
typically involves the selection of cases which are of particular interest to 
the study in that they represent categories identified by theory as 
especially definitive and/or diagnostic (McCann and Clark, 2003; Bloor and 
Wood, 2006). As a special instance of this, samples can be purposively 
sampled because the collection of negative evidence may serve to falsify a 
particular theory (Goldthorpe, Lockwood, Bechhofer and Platt, 1990). At 
the initial stage of sampling, decisions were made about the composition 
of interviewees by case study sectors and work positions, women 
managers and professionals. Then, sub-samples were taken according to 
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age and ethnicity, Sinhalese, Tamil and Muslim. The mothers‟ age as well 
as their children‟s as an important variable to explore the female 
professional‟s ethical norms on care for children and care for self . These 
characteristics were selected as theoretically important (as discussed in 
Chapter 2). Therefore the mothers‟ ages ranged from 30 to 54 years while 
their children ranged from 6 months to 25 years.  
Residential location was also a practical consideration in choosing 
respondents to fill these purposively selected groups. The final core 
sample of mothers consisted of five professional and managerial 
employees in both the banking and health sectors. Eight were Sinhalese, 
one Tamil and one was Muslim mother. All were married, although 
marriage laws differed by ethnicity. Except for one widow, all mothers were 
living with their husbands.  
There were two broad age groups, the first composed of mothers aged 25-
45  with children mainly under 15 years old and the second with mothers 
aged 46-65 with children mainly over 15. Mothers‟ perceptions are that 
having a child over 15 in the household reduces the family demands and 
vice-versa. Also, the different ages of children (0-14 and 15- 25) were 
chosen to reflect different childcare needs and arrangements. Of the 10 
mothers, seven had school-aged dependent children and two had adult 
children, although not living independently. Another mother had a very 
young baby who needed close attention.  
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The women doctors‟ sample consisted of those who obtained a Bachelor 
of Medicine degree at different universities in Sri Lanka and overseas, and 
were registered by the Sri Lanka Medical Council to have a licence to 
practice. Doctors acquire expertise and knowledge through a long-term 
process (at least five years) of learning and practice in universities and 
teaching hospitals. In addition, medical graduates are recruited by local 
hospitals each year. Once medical students complete their Bachelor‟s 
degrees (MBBS) and internship period (6 months) at a teaching hospital, 
they are qualified to apply for appointment as registered doctors. 
For the women bank managers, the sample varied according to educational 
qualifications and experience. However, all the sample mothers hold 
Bachelor‟s degrees in either Social Sciences or Management areas and are 
registered by the Institute of Bankers in Sri Lanka. They do not have expert 
knowledge before taking up banking employment and acquire knowledge 
and training while on the job; thus bankers are recruited as management 
trainees. Unlike doctors, the hiring procedure for the state bank 
management trainees is very competitive and rigid. Initially, there is a 
selection test and those successful are eligible to face the first round of 
interviews. There are three more interview sessions to hire a suitable 
candidate. In addition, the present position was the first permanent and full-
time employment for the bank managers, therefore there were no 
transitions between occupations. Thus, for internal migratory reasons, 
respondents originally came from different places on the island but now 
lived in the Western province. 
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Most of the sample mothers‟ husbands are also professionals; the 
husbands‟ sample comprised of one doctor, one accountant, two engineers, 
two bankers and three business personnel. In addition, one director from 
the health sector and two from the banking sector were interviewed to gain 
insights into workplace practices. In total, therefore, twenty-three people 
were interviewed, ten in the „core‟ mother sample (five from each sector), 
ten family members and three directors (see Tables 4.1 and 4.2).   
Table 4.1 Banking sector respondents                                 
In addition, one Regional Manager (female) and the Director of Human 
Resources (male) in the banking sector were respondents in 
supplementary interviews. 
 
 
 
 
Mother Ethnicity Religion Age 
Ages of 
children 
(Yrs) 
Interview 
length 
(hrs) 
1
st
   2
nd
 
Interviewed 
family 
member 
Meena Sinhalese Buddhism 54 17, 14, 11 1     1.5 Husband 
Seetha Sinhalese Buddhism 46 13, 7 1     1.5 Husband 
Maya Sinhalese Buddhism 52 12 1       2 Husband 
Ritha Sinhalese Buddhism 52 21, 12 0.75  1 Husband 
Mala Tamil Hinduism 30 06 months 1       1 Mother 
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Table 4.2   Health sector respondents 
 
Mother  Ethnicity  Religion  Age  Ages of 
children 
(yrs)  
Interview 
length 
(hrs) 
1
st
  2
nd
                
Interviewed 
family 
member  
Leela  Sinhalese  Buddhism  54  18, 22   1    1.5              Husband  
Rani    Sinhalese  Buddhism 48  25, 19, 
13   
1.5    1           Daughter  
Neetha  Sinhalese  Buddhism 45  14, 11, 7  2     1.5                        Husband  
Nilu  Sinhalese  Buddhism 48  17, 15   1      2           Husband  
Sasha  Muslim  Islamic   36  5, 2   1      1           Husband  
 
In addition, one male District Medical Officer (DMO) in the health sector 
was interviewed. 
Source: Author‟s interviews, 2007 
4.1.1  Access 
I experienced some difficulties in building up the research sample and 
there were many obstacles in gaining access and trust. For example, 
some women doctors did not agree to take part in this research at all, and 
others, even after agreeing to be part of the exercise, refused to disclose 
information about family issues. In one instance, a participant refused to 
collaborate even though she originally consented. In a similar way bank 
managers also refused to provide work-related information particularly on 
management issues. Some bank managers made strange facial 
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expressions as if they were not ready to trust me and to give information 
about work and family although I provided my professional and student 
identity cards. In the Sri Lankan context, it is not easy to access a relevant 
sample or gain trust or conduct a qualitative research. As a result the core 
sample size became smaller than I envisaged (10 rather than 20). This 
situation implicitly acknowledges that participants had no experience of 
being interviewed by researchers, as reflecting a lack of social research in 
Sri Lanka, especially about motherhood.  
Due to these difficulties I had to rely on my personal relations to start in 
selecting the purposive sample, using the snowballing technique. This can 
be considered an effective strategy for accessing hidden and hard-to-
reach populations (Lewis-Beck, 2004; Wong, 2006) and researchers claim 
that this technique is both quick and economical (Martin and Dean, 1993; 
Byrne, 2006; Wong, 2006). A possible disadvantage is that it relies on 
individuals‟ willingness to participate in the research (Browne, 2003) and 
hence cases that might be illuminating can be missed. In this case it is 
possible that mothers who felt particularly oppressed or felt that time was 
scarce or alternatively those who experienced their situation as fine, would 
not participate.  
Social networks and personal contact were relied on to start the 
respondent snowballs and friends were asked to introduce me to likely 
respondents. In this way, the snowballing technique enabled me to find 
suitable respondents from the selected sectors. Although the banking 
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professionals work in different banks, they had a social network as good 
friends, based on their children going to the same school. Therefore, they 
agreed to take part in the interviews. In a similar way, health professionals 
also agreed to take part in the interviews. In this way I eventually 
succeeded in building up an adequate sample size and diversity, including 
age and ethnic/religious variations (see Figures 4.2 and 4.3).  
Figure 4.2 Snowballing map: Banking sector 
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Figure 4.3 Snowballing map: Health sector 
 
Source: Author‟s interviews, 2007 
The interview site was suggested by the respondents, this avoids 
problems by meeting the respondents in suitable „natural‟ settings where 
they should feel more relaxed and where observation can occur more 
freely (Becker, 1997). The first round of interviews took place in their 
workplaces, such as doctors‟ common rest rooms or the bank 
professionals‟ personal offices. All the banking respondents requested that 
first interviews should be held after the customer service time, usually 
3.30pm to 5.00pm. They were on a very busy schedule and on some 
occasions they were interviewed while working. Because of this, some 
bank professionals were not able to recall more sensitive incidents and 
experiences. Therefore I reminded them or made a link to their stories at 
the point where they stopped. This was a hindrance in the first interview 
sessions. On the last day of the first round of interviews with the female 
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doctors, there was an opportunity to hold a group discussion with the 
doctors when they were in the rest room. In addition, in the first round, 
most participants seemed to speak more comfortably than in the second 
because their family members were not with them.  
In the second round of interviews, usually two weeks after the first(1), I met 
all participants, except one(2), at their homes. On one occasion, there was 
an opportunity to interview a parent (mother/80) who is closely aware of 
her working daughter‟s life and her sense of being a good grand-parent. 
On another, a teenage (daughter/19) daughter was met who is very 
conscious of her mother‟s activities. This interview started by highlighting 
some of the interesting events in the first interview. The domestic space 
made it easier to meet their family members, namely their husbands or 
parents or children and to observe the home environment. Although family 
members were freely available for the interviews, it was not possible to 
ensure in complete privacy as interviews were conducted at their own 
homes. For example, from time to time family members, including children, 
came in and out. On some occasions, therefore, family members showed 
they were uncomfortable when speaking about family matters in front of 
their wives, mother or daughter. In response I managed to adapt interview 
topics to minimise or avoid any hurtful events during the interview sessions 
and all were carried out as one to one session with the respondent rather 
than as a joint interview with other family members. Directors of each 
sector were interviewed in their personal offices, although these sessions 
were interrupted by telephone calls.  
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In most of the cases, second interview narratives about employment and 
family stories appeared to be more or less the same as in the first 
interview. The second interview more acted as a check by obtaining 
further evidence and observing in different environments (Byrne, 2006; 
Holloway and Jefferson 2000). As pointed out by Himmelweit and Sigala 
(2004), this facilitates the re-evaluation of previous decisions and views as 
well as identification of differences between interview data.  
In doing this research, I have faced more helpful experiences than 
irritations. For example, except in one instance, all the respondents gave a 
warm welcome and waiting time was very short. On one occasion, I 
received a phone call requesting cancellation of the interview from one of 
the bank managers when I was on my way to the bank. As a result, I was 
prepared to be flexible and re-arranged as convenient to respondent time 
schedules; however, most of the banking respondents cancelled their 
appointments at short notice.  
A striking feature was that some of the respondents were more 
forthcoming towards the later part of the interview sessions when they 
appeared more comfortable in revealing personal details about their family 
and work life.  As I became more familiar to them, some looked upon the 
sessions as „our own research – women‟s research‟. Similarly, family 
members also showed keen interest in being interviewed. In some 
situations, some women (especially banking interviewees) were thankful 
and pleased to be able to talk about their „grievances and difficulties‟ and 
151 
 
be listened to and allowed more time for the interview. They kept returning 
with more information and were quite curious about the final research 
results.  
4.2  Analytical strategy – thematic analysis and grounded theory  
Data collection and data analysis are often a simultaneous process in 
qualitative research (Creswell, 1999). In qualitative analysis, several 
simultaneous activities will be engaged in throughout the research 
process, such as collecting information in the field, sorting the information 
into categories, formatting the information as a story and writing up the 
qualitative text. Schatzman and Strauss (1973) and Berg (2004) claim that 
qualitative data analysis primarily entails classifying things, persons and 
events and the properties which are characterised by a researcher. As 
Rubin and Rubin (1995: 226) noted, qualitative data analysis is exciting 
because „you discover themes and concepts embedded throughout your 
interviews‟. Data analysis requires the researcher to be comfortable with 
developing categories and making comparisons and contrasts. It also 
requires the researcher to be open to possible alternative explanations 
(Mason, 2002). 
 
I used a version of thematic analysis in undertaking the analysis of 
interview accounts, influenced by grounded theory. Thematic analysis is a 
flexible method for qualitative research and the method is sometimes seen 
as a foundational method for qualitative analysis (Holloway and Todres, 
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2003). Braun and Clarke (2006) even argue that many qualitative analyses 
are essentially thematic although those methods are claimed as something 
else. Although thematic analysis is rarely acknowledged, it is a widely 
used qualitative analytic method within sociology and psychology 
(Boyatzis,1998; Roulston, 2001). As Ryan and Bernard (2000) claim, 
thematic coding can be seen as a process within an overall „grounded 
theory‟ analytic tradition, rather than a specific approach in its own right.  
 
In this sense, grounded theory overlaps with thematic analysis (see also 
Braun and Clarke, 2006). However, thematic analysis does not require 
detailed theoretical knowledge, and it thus offers a more accessible form 
of analysis. Through its theoretical freedom, thematic analysis provides a 
flexible and useful research tool which can provide a rich and detailed, yet 
complex, account of data (Braun and Clarke, 2006: 96). The major benefit 
of thematic analysis is its flexibility. While this is an advantage, it can also 
be a disadvantage as there is absence of concise guidelines (Braun and 
Clarke, 2006). Therefore a major criticism of thematic analysis is the lack 
of firmly agreed rules and procedures for analysing data (Antaki et al., 
2002; Goulding, 2002).   
 
Thematic analysis starts from transcribing data, reading and re-reading the 
data and noting down initial ideas (Braun and Clarke, 2006). Analysis 
involves a constant moving back and forward between the entire data set, 
the coded extracts of data that the researcher is analysing and the 
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analysis of the data that the researcher is producing. The endpoint is the 
reporting of the content and meaning of patterns (themes) in the data,  
where „themes are abstract and constructs the investigators identify 
before, during, and after analyses (Ryan and Bernard, 2000: 780). This is 
what I attempted in this research. 
  
In doing this, I was influenced by grounded theory. Grounded theory was 
developed by Glaser and Strauss (1967) as a research approach to 
analyse research information derived from a hospital setting. The 
approach has subsequently been adopted by a variety of social sciences 
as a framework for interpretative studies (Goulding, 2002; Locke, 2001). 
However, as Glaser and Strauss (1967) noted, one of the methodological 
challenges involved in this process is that empirical data should fit with 
derived theoretical concepts. Therefore it is necessary to have „reflexivity‟ 
in the analytical process (Nilsen, 2005). Another important aspect of 
Glaser and Strauss‟s work is the encouragement given to researchers to 
use this approach and gain the confidence necessary to generate 
concepts grounded in their own research (Hollway, 1989; Nilsen, 2005).  
 
I found grounded theory useful for two main reasons. First, grounded 
theory has a systematic process for analysing data (Goulding, 2002). It 
also uses a specific technique in flexible ways in analysing different 
qualitative data sets (Bloor and Wood, 2006).  Secondly, grounded theory 
allows researchers to understand people‟s experiences in a detailed 
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manner (Ryan and Bernard, 2002), achieved through the process of 
coding from the transcribed textual data, identifying concepts and 
categories and connecting these to theory. Grounded theory is thereby 
useful in generating concepts from the interviewees‟ own views, such as 
the information on mothers‟ views and understandings of child care, rather 
than depending on pre-conceived constructs. In addition, the traditional 
research approach of conducting an in-depth literature review before 
commencing the research is not applicable to grounded theory. Instead, a 
preliminary review of the literature was undertaken prior to the field work to 
sharpen the research focus.  The detailed review of the literature was 
carried out after the data analysis process to minimise the influence of 
existing research. 
In sum, a thematic analysis, influenced by grounded theory, appears as a 
relatively rigorous and flexible method for intensive data analysis and 
theory generation suitable to this research. This combination appears as 
superior to discourse and narrative analysis, which might otherwise be 
suitable data analysis techniques for this study.  
4.2.1  Transcription of narrated stories 
After identifying the importance of thematic analysis and grounded theory 
in the research the question now is how, operationally, to carry out this 
analytical process. In the beginning, there was a mass of raw data 
inductively generated from the intensive research interviews, observation 
and documents. Therefore, to construct data thematically and 
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chronologically, it was important to become thoroughly familiar with the 
datasets (Mason, 1996). First, in order to achieve this familiarity, all the 
written narratives of interviews and observations were read and reread. 
Secondly, similar statements were highlighted so as to identify the major 
elements of key respondents‟ accounts. Parallel with their stories, the 
analysis involved careful reading of the textual data, such as field notes, 
observation notes and the researcher‟s own diary which gave information 
on, for example, nodding or shaking of heads, looking doubtful or puzzled. 
Field notes and diary entries were regularly reviewed, perhaps jotting 
down ideas as they came to mind. All these data were transcribed into 
Sinhalese as soon as possible after the interview sessions. Some of the 
data were transcribed into English (especially Tamil and Muslim mothers‟ 
interviews).  
This process of transcription itself promotes familiarity with the generated 
dataset, which is necessary to produce methodological and theoretical 
thinking for the interpretation of data (Lapadat, 2000). Further, Sinhalese 
mothers‟ transcribed data were translated into English. In this case, on the 
one hand I acted as a researcher rather than as a Sri Lankan citizen to 
minimise the interruption of mothers‟ narratives by my own values and 
understandings. On the other hand I used my own academic knowledge to 
correctly explain mothers‟ expressions and to distinguish cultural 
differences which can occur in any translations. Therefore, on some 
occasions, to avoid the use of incorrect terms or expressions, further 
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assistance was given by Sri Lankan friends and generally from my family 
members.    
4.3  Analytical procedures   
As presented in the earlier section, I used a form of thematic analysis 
influenced by grounded theory for analysing the interview information.  
This analysis could them translate in to answers to my overall research 
questions. How do professional and managerial women combine 
motherhood with paid work in Sri Lanka? How do they find a balance 
between employment and household work? How does this combination 
relate to women‟s relationships with their families and employers? How do 
respondents understand this combination in terms of gendered identities 
and social norms? How is this understanding arrived at? Finally, what are 
the policy implications, particularly for professionals and managers in Sri 
Lanka? 
I employed the process of open coding, axial coding, memo writing, 
constant comparison, and selective coding for identifying sub-, supportive 
and core categories. This procedure was influenced by the conventions of 
grounded theory analysis. In grounded theory, data analysis starts from a 
coding of events and phrases as a means of identifying patterns or events 
in the data. Coding can be undertaken in a formal and systematic or an 
informal way (Strauss and Corbin, 1990). In this research, following the 
more systematic approach, the first stage was „open coding‟ which helps 
the researcher to identify, compare, conceptualise and categorise distinct 
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elements grounded in the context of the interview. This is the initial 
process in building theory from data. Further, as Glaser explains (1992: 
39), during open coding the data are broken down into incidents to be 
more closely examined and compared for similarities and differences, 
hence leading to continuous questioning about „what category do these 
events or words indicate?‟ This is the basic grounding approach to the 
data which, it is hoped, leads to the generation of new discoveries. As 
open coding progresses, numbers of similar and new codes can emerge 
through the constant comparison of data within and between the interview 
and observation materials.  These conceptually similar or related codes 
can be grouped under the term of „category‟. Therefore a category is a 
grouping of concepts which emerge through the constant comparison of 
data (Strauss and Corbin, 1998). 
After completion of open coding, there follows the second stage, axial 
coding. In this stage, the disaggregated open coded data are 
reconstructed through a process of categorisation and linking of sub-
categories (Nilsen, 2005). According to Strauss and Corbin (1990; 1998), 
such axial coding is a conceptual work which provides a detailed frame for 
the coding process. During this stage, a researcher is able to re-categorise 
into higher level concepts which offer greater explanation of the data. In 
other words, a category is a collection of concepts that arise through the 
concurrent process of constant comparison and coding. Although the 
coding process is presented as a list, throughout the data analysis stage 
for both open and axial coding, constant comparison, memo writing and 
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selective coding continue as a concurrent process. Memo writing is an 
important element of grounded theory. Strauss and Corbin (1998: 110) 
explain this “as the researcher‟s record of analysis, thoughts, interpretation 
and questions, and directions for the further data collection”. Therefore, 
throughout the data analysis process, I recorded my thoughts and ideas 
relating to the emerged data as the open and axial coding proceeded 
At a third stage, selective coding is used to develop a single story (the 
core concept) from all the emerged categories. Strauss and Corbin (1990; 
1998) describe this as a final step for the theory building process, which 
identifies core or central categorisation and then relates all other sub- and 
major categories to this core. Although these coding and categorising 
procedures are labour intensive and time consuming, they provide exciting 
experiences to continue further.  
Strauss and Corbin (1998:146) note that “the core category consists of  all 
the products of analysis condensed into few words that seem to explain 
what this research is all about”. They identified six criteria for selecting a 
core category: (1) it must be central, that is all other major categories can 
be related to it; (2) it must appear frequently in the data; (3) the 
explanation that evolves by relating the categories is logical and constant; 
(4) the name or phrase used to describe the central category should be 
sufficiently abstract so that it can be used to undertake research in other 
substantive areas, leading to the development of the more general theory; 
(5) as the core concept is refined analytically through integration with other 
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concepts, the theory grows in depth and explanatory power and (6) the 
concept is able to explain the variation as well as the main points made by 
the data. Although these coding and categorising procedures are labour 
intensive and time consuming, they potentially provide fruitful and exciting 
results. This is certainly what I found in this research. 
This grounded approach was taken further thematically using concepts 
around gendered moral rationalities, presented in „Grounded Interview 
Rationality Diagrams‟ (GRID) as developed by Duncan and Edwards 
(1999) in their study of lone mothers and employment. The GRID 
diagrams model the relationship between the various understandings and 
practices held and adopted by the interviewees in relation to combining 
motherhood and employment. The triangular models give summary 
information about how informants combine motherhood and paid work, 
childcare practices and about allocation of tasks and time with husbands.  
A first stage is to build diagrams showing the position of each interviewee.  
For example, the gendered moral rationality position of the first interview 
analysed (that of Leela, a woman health professional) was constructed as 
in Figure 4.4. 
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Figure 4.4 Leela‟s gendered moral rationality around motherhood and 
employment                  
 
Source: Author‟s interviews, 2007 
Subsequently, this information was plotted in a diagrammatic form and 
generalised into one summary triangle for a group of interviewees. Each 
interviewee‟s main accounts could be plotted on the triangular model (as in 
Figure 4.4) and then generalised into shaded areas. As used by Duncan 
and Edwards and colleagues (Duncan and Edwards, 1999; Duncan et al, 
2003; Duncan, 2005), the size of the different shaded areas indicates the 
range and number of interviewees‟ accounts. In other words key 
respondents‟ accounts were translated into shaded areas in the diagrams.  
As with Duncan, Edwards and colleagues, these diagrams are used for the 
summary presentation of information. The shaded areas do not show 
precise measurement but give an approximate idea to the reader about 
how particular mothers combine motherhood with employment and about 
their childcare practices. Thus, for example, this method usefully illustrates 
Emotionalised motherhood practices 
Gendered motherhood practices  Pre-existing motherhood practices  
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different understandings about motherhood practices between mothers in 
the banking and health sectors (see Chapter 6 (Figure 6.2 (a) and (b), 
p.236). The technique could therefore both summarise and present detail, 
based on a thematically grounded analysis of the interview materials.  
4.4  Data analysis process 
The initial review of theoretical knowledge, as developed in Chapter 2 
helped to identify different concepts to use in formulating codes (see 
McCann and Clark, 2003). As suggested by Strauss and Corbin (1990; 
1998), the data were continuously questioned with „what do those data 
mean?‟, „what is going on?‟ and „why is this happening?‟ for meaningful 
categories to emerge. After careful and close scrutiny of the transcribed 
data, the first interviewee (a female health professional „Leela‟,) was 
chosen for initial coding. Distinct thoughts from words and statements in 
the texts were highlighted and the coding was undertaken on a Microsoft 
Word document using different coloured pencils for highlighting distinct 
ideas.  
As Strauss and Corbin (1990; 1998) recommend I became familiar with 
the identified codes, concepts and categories. At the initial stage line-by-
line coding was used and later paragraph-by-paragraph to break down 
textual data into distinct elements. This was carried out by continuous 
comparison within Leela‟s transcribed data. Initial coding represents the 
respondent‟s actual language which shows descriptive statements, for 
example “When I breast feed my baby, if I receive a phone call to see a 
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patient, I should give priority to the patient rather than stay with my child... 
as a mother how do I tolerate this sort of difficulty?” This expression was 
coded as „feeding‟ and later categorised as „gendered motherhood 
practices‟. The reason is that Leela believes that breast feeding is one of 
the vital responsibilities of every mother. Another expression, “I do not 
want to be a career mother… but I want to be a good mother and wife… 
thousands of times I felt like resigning from the job…” This was coded as 
„moral bond‟ and was added to the next category „emotionalised 
motherhood practices‟. In doing this, I was aware that the literature review 
is a powerful tool for discovering concepts and categories.  
As this process progressed, conceptually similar codes appeared and 
through axial coding, these were grouped into a category. Strauss and 
Corbin (1990; 1998) suggest that axial coding is a conceptual exercise 
rather than a descriptive application. Some codes showed similarities on at 
least more than one occasion. Through the axial coding, these similar 
categories were identified. For example, the same interviewee „Leela‟, 
explained, “I should do my best for them [her children], as my parents did 
for me: good education, good job and their marriage as well”. This was 
coded as „support for child‟s future‟. These concepts emerged from her 
childhood experiences where she followed her mother‟s behaviour as the 
right and proper thing to do. Further, these understandings were 
highlighted and continued by mothers and were therefore categorised as 
„pre-existing motherhood practices‟.  
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As Leela describes, combining motherhood and employment is a „bag of 
grievances or bag of sad stories‟, therefore this expression (code) is 
categorised as „outcomes of combining motherhood and employment‟. At 
the end of Leela‟s coding, 51 codes and 10 categories were identified from 
the text. These categories are emotionalised motherhood practices, 
gendered motherhood practices, pre-existing motherhood practices, 
employment commitments and career development, outcomes of work-
family conflicts, child care, state policies, rules regulations and practices in 
the case studies sectors, societal transformation and patriarchy, family life 
and entertainment and individual choices. 
Parallel to open and axial coding, I wrote memos about my initial thoughts 
relating to the codes. Observational records were additionally used in the 
memo writing. At the same time, the already identified concepts were 
continuously compared and contrasted with new events and words, in 
order to create similarities and differences between them for the purpose 
of categorisation. Through the process of constant comparison of data, the 
categorisations consisting of broad groups of similar concepts were 
formed (McCann and Clark, 2003). Each sub-category identified in this 
way was named (labelled) based on the exposition of the texts.  
Separate files were constructed for each interviewee and numbered 
chronologically and thematically to allow identification and extraction of 
themes, topics and issues in a systematic manner and an inventory of 
codes was set up. After the completion of open and axial coding of Leela‟s 
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interviews and observation, I used line-by-line open coding for the second 
interview with Rani. In this way, using a constant comparison approach, 
similar and different concepts (codes) were identified within Rani‟s 
interview as well as in both interviews, comparing between Leela and 
Rani. At the end of the coding of Rani‟s interview, 21 codes had been 
identified. From this, a set of similar and related categories were added to 
those previously identified categories. Further, each new code was 
categorised as a new category. For example, “When you are a single 
mother, there are many cultural problems, so I gave up that idea (extra 
work). You see, there is no opportunity to make our choices”. This distinct 
expression was coded as „cultural barriers‟ and categorised as „social 
constraints and opportunities‟. 
The third interview, Neetha‟s, was carried out in a similar way to Rani‟s. 
Open and axial coding with constant comparison revealed new codes and 
created new categories in order to form a core category. All 23 interviews 
were analysed in a similar manner and the previous procedures of open 
and axial coding with memo writing and a continuous comparison 
approach exemplified the existing categories. At the same time, the 
creation of new categories slowly decreased. However, some of the codes 
were not matched with the available categories. In these cases the 
relevant literature was reviewed to find appropriate categories. For 
example, “My parents are doctors, when I was small I felt proud of it, but 
now…I feel it differently. It is rare to see us all in and having dinner or 
lunch together”. This was coded as „children‟s attitudes towards the 
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mother‟s job‟ and was classified into the sub-category „outcomes of work-
life balance‟.  
By the end of the coding of all 23 interviews, no new categories were 
created. In order to ensure that new categories had not been missed the 
procedure was repeated. This confirmed that there were no missing 
concepts relating to the research questions. In other words data saturation 
had been achieved (Strauss and Corbin, 1998). At the end of all coding, 
85 codes and 9 categories were identified. Some of the categories‟ names 
were changed so as to match the relevant literature; for example, „state 
policies, rules regulations and practices‟ was re-labelled as „state policy 
and institutional barriers‟. The distribution of each category is diverse, 
some showing high frequency over the interviews and some very low. The 
highest occurrence was shown by the concept of „gendered motherhood 
practices‟ and the lowest was „children‟s attitudes towards the mother‟s 
Job‟ (3) (see Figure 4.5).   
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Figure 4.5 Frequency of codes in each category  
 
Source: Author‟s interviews, 2007 
Once the categories were saturated, they were linked with each other in 
relation to the main theme of the research: How do women professionals 
and managers combine motherhood and employment? Is it in relation to 
gendered moral rationality or is it in terms of available constraints and 
opportunities or their own choice? Linking and refining categories, the 
three supportive categories were derived by induction (for details, see 
Appendix E, p.377). These three sub-categories were „gendered identities 
and responsibilities‟, „structural and socio-cultural constraints and 
opportunities‟ and „outcomes of combining motherhood and employment‟.  
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The next stage was selective coding in order to develop a conceptual map 
of a hierarchy of categories and to identify the core category (Strauss and 
Corbin, 1998). This was undertaken using ten sub-categories and ninety-
five support categories. The core or central category was identified and 
established as suggested by Strauss and Corbin (1998), in this case that 
of „gendered moral rationality‟. 
The core category „gendered moral rationality‟ conveys the notions that 
mothers were gendered because mothers bring up their children, mothers 
were moral in providing right and proper things for their children and 
mothers were rational because they take a decision in relation to their 
employment as they need to provide a good future for their children 
(Duncan and Edwards, 1999). This was expressed as the common theme 
of all the codes and categories and hence could account for the 
relationships between them. Thus from the beginning to the end of the 
interviews, for example from Leela (doctor/Sinhalese/54) to Rani‟s 
daughter (Advanced level student/ Sinhalese/19) all the women 
respondents expressed a high concern about morally correct mothering 
duties, particularly since they have identified caring for children and 
children‟s future as the main motherly task.  
The composition of core, sub- and supportive categories can be explained 
as follows. The core category, as explained above, was that of „gendered 
moral rationality‟. The sub-category, „gendered identities and 
responsibilities‟ emerged from the three supportive categories of 
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„emotionalised motherhood practices‟, „gendered motherhood practices‟ 
and „pre-existing motherhood practices‟. Similarly, „structural and social 
constraints and opportunities‟ emerged from the two supportive categories 
of „state policy and institutional practices‟ and „structural and socio-cultural 
constraints and opportunities‟. The third category, „outcomes of combining 
motherhood and employment‟ emerged from the two supportive categories 
of „work-family balance‟ and „work-family conflicts‟. Each of the sub and 
supportive categories relate to the core category of gendered moral 
rationality (see Figure 4.6). 
Figure 4.6 Composition of core category, sub and supportive categories 
 
Source:  Author‟s interviews 2007 
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4.5  Conclusion 
This chapter described the sampling strategy and experiences of gaining 
access to participants and in the next stage, the chapter explained my use 
of a form of thematic analysis influenced by the grounded theory, 
particularly the processes of open coding, axial coding, memo writing, 
constant comparison, and selective coding for identifying sub-, supportive 
and core categories, and described the process of transcription of the 
data. Moreover, the chapter detailed how categories were generated and 
explained how those categories, particularly one „core‟ and three „sub-‟ 
categories were identified. Finally, the chapter illustrated how each of the 
„sub-‟ and „supportive‟ categories, relates to the „core‟, that of „gendered 
moral rationality‟. Chapters 3 and 4 therefore give a good basis for 
proceeding to the empirical research reported in Chapters 5 and 6.   
Notes 
1. In one instance, one participant was not able to meet at least two 
weeks after the first interview due to an overseas holiday with her 
children. Therefore the second round interview was arranged one week 
after the first. In another instance, the widowed mother‟s (Rani) elder 
child went overseas before the interviews were completed; the second 
child consented to being interviewed instead as a family member (p. 
149).  
2. In the banking sector, one participant (Ritha) refused to give a home 
invitation even for the second round of the interview. Therefore we met 
in her office together with her husband. During the interview sessions 
there were many interruptions due to her emotional behaviour. 
Sometimes, she was too nervous and refused to talk about her 
experiences of motherhood. On one occasion, she threw a bundle of 
files onto the official desk, creating a noise, and on another, she forgot 
where she was and angrily asked me to leave her office. Within a 
minute, she welcomed me back. While it was possible to manage this 
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situation, this interview session nonetheless failed to cover the 
research question guide (p. 149). 
3. The lowest occurrence of the code was the children‟s attitudes towards 
mother‟s job. This was because of the limitation of the data. The 
widowed mother‟s [Rani] elder child [son] went overseas for education, 
therefore her daughter is chosen as the next „significant family 
member‟ of Rani‟s family. Thus, in this sample, Rani‟s daughter was 
the only child to voice the children‟s attitudes towards the mother‟s job  
(p.165).  
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Chapter 5 
Structural constraints and opportunities in work-life balance 
5.1  Introduction  
This chapter explains two parallel themes influenced through the analysis 
of participants‟ narratives, namely „constraints and opportunities‟ faced by 
mothers (the second sub-category in the thematic analysis) and „outcomes 
in combining motherhood and employment‟ (the third sub-category). In this 
way, the chapter is formed around mothers‟ understandings and agency in 
finding a way of balancing, often poorly, household work, paid work and 
child care. Sections 5.2 and 5.3 focus on constraints and opportunities, 
looking at labour market, social policy and cultural constraints, 
respectively. Section 5.4 goes on to address the outcomes in terms of 
mothers‟ work-life balances, while section 5.5 contrasts the motherhood 
and employment practices between mothers in banking and health. 
Finally, the chapter concludes in section 5.6.   
5.2  Structural constraints and opportunities 
I explored the sample mothers‟ gendered identities and responsibilities, 
expressed as various sorts of „gendered moral rationalities‟, as decisive 
factors in explaining working mothers‟ decision-making around child care 
and employment. Women‟s own identities, together with gender relations 
in the family, and their husbands‟ ideas about employment and family,  
were particularly important. However, institutional, labour market 
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structures and state policies are likely to reshape women‟s market and 
family behaviour (Walby, 1986; McRae, 2003; Gash, 2008). Working 
mothers are structurally constrained in their participation in the labour 
market due to the inherent incompatibility of full-time employment and 
family life, rather than being simply less committed to paid work (Crompton 
and Harris, 1999; McRae, 2003; Crompton 2006; Gash, 2008). Further, 
these decisions can vary with the availability of different opportunities and 
constraints in a particular organisation or in a society (McRae, 2003). 
These structural constraints and opportunities can be understood by 
analysing state policies around employment and caring, as well as the 
rules, regulations and practices in the banking and health sectors.  This is 
the subject of this section. 
State policies in Sri Lanka in relation to family and employment can be 
subcategorised into three types: leave arrangements, transfer policies and 
working hours regulations. In addition, rules, regulations and practices can 
be understood by exploring recruitment, promotion and appraisal 
procedures and workplace facilities for mothers in banking and health. In 
other studies (see Chapter 2) working mothers have been shown to 
change their attitudes concerning childcare and their participation in or at 
least aspiration towards employment due to these external structures, 
experienced both as constraints and opportunities. Similarly, these data 
revealed that these sub-categories were closely related to each other and 
also crucial for mothers‟ behaviour. How far is the same process 
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experienced in Sri Lanka?  Figure 5.1 provides a summary of how this 
question will be approached.  
Figure 5.1 Composition of structural constraints and opportunities 
5.2.1  State policies 
5.2.1.1  Leave arrangements 
State policies have a direct impact on working mothers‟ behaviour. At 
present, all formal women workers in Sri Lanka (permanent, temporary, 
casual or trainee) are entitled to 84 days of maternity leave on full pay, 84 
days on half pay and 84 days unpaid leave for each childbirth (Sri Lanka 
Government, 2005). Further, at the end of the 5th month of pregnancy, a 
female worker is allowed to report for work half an hour late and to leave 
her place of work half an hour before the normal time of departure (Sri 
Lanka Government, 1992). In addition, after the expiration of maternity 
leave she should be allowed to leave the office one hour before the normal 
time of departure – the so-called six months „baby feeding hour‟ (Sri Lanka 
Government, 2004). Finally, all public workers, men and women are 
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entitled to 21 days‟ personal leave and 20 days‟ sick leave (Sri Lanka 
Government, 1980:224-28).  
Therefore, there is a strong coverage of maternity protection for working 
mothers in Sri Lanka which compares well with experience in some 
developed countries. The aim of these leave and short-term arrangements 
is to provide mothers with time to be with their newly born baby and to 
attend to their family needs. Providing these benefits is also expected to 
give a comfortable working environment in their workplace. However, the 
sample mothers, particularly the banking mothers, did not always take 
their entitled leave due to being highly committed to, or constrained by, 
their work responsibilities. For example, Mala (bank manager/Tamil/30), a 
mother of a six month-old son, explained: 
“I got 84 working days‟ maternity leave. Also I am eligible to get a 
second phase which is on half pay. But I could not use these 
because very recently I was promoted to this post and this is a 
newly established branch. But I really need more leave”.  
She continued: 
“Although I get enough leave, I cannot take it all because there is 
huge competition in the banking industry today. We have to 
compete with that. Banking responsibilities are important”. 
As Seetha stated (bank manager/Sinhalese/46): 
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“Sometimes I feel like taking leave just to relax my mind. You might 
not believe me, but when I took such leave that‟s when very serious 
incidents happen. So I do not feel like taking leave. I cannot even 
transfer my work responsibilities to others…so, how do I get leave 
when I need it? Our annual leave days are not used”. 
Women bank professionals in this sample showed a strong sense of duty 
to „the bank‟ as well as responding to the financial incentives they gain 
through working as branch managers.  As several respondents put it, “Our 
bank always looks after us very well”. These professionals are engaged in 
a very rigid work environment; therefore they felt they could not use the 
leave which is their entitlement. Similarly health professionals also do not 
fully use up their annual leave, as Neetha (doctor/Sinhalese/ 45) 
explained: 
“Getting leave is not a difficult thing, but I do not feel like taking 
leave without a good reason to. Most times we take our leave due 
to children‟s sickness or parents‟ meetings”.  
On the other hand, all mothers in the sample were appreciative about the 
„feeding hour‟ which they are allowed to use only until their child is six 
months old. They felt that they needed more time: as several respondents 
remarked, “at least till baby is one year old”. As explained by Mala: 
“I can leave the office one hour before the normal time. This is 
really a kind of supportive facility, where the mother has the chance 
to go a bit earlier so she can feed her baby. But this is permitted 
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only until the baby has reached six months old which is not 
enough…”  
Although the government decided to provide strong protection for working 
mothers with small babies through these programmes and policies, most 
of the mothers have under-utilised them. This is especially the case for the 
maternity leave programme where mothers not only do not take this leave, 
they even see it as negative. Thus mothers as well as their husbands 
perceive that time taken off, even when legally permitted and officially 
encouraged, can be harmful to women‟s careers. The second, linked 
reason is that from the organisation‟s point of view the prolonged absence 
of its trained workers could be harmful to it.  
As Meena (bank manager/Sinhalese/54) described: 
“Working mothers are legally entitled to use full maternity 
protection. But if a mother uses the whole leave, she will be away 
from work for nearly a year. How do we run this competitive bank? 
Or how do we reach set targets? Within this structure there is no 
way to recruit a part-timer or a temporary worker just to cover the 
work. Although I am head of this branch I could not be forced not to 
take whole [leave]…that is unacceptable. But definitely, this will 
severely affect the branch… and if two mothers requested to take 
leave at the same time, what would happen?”   
Hence many bank managers only took partial leave, as Seetha (bank 
manager/Sinhalese/46) explained:  
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“Fortunately, most mothers take only the first phase. Due to 
negative aspects of this system, definitely in the near future, women 
will face a big challenge for the top level positions”. 
This barrier has been maintained by the most senior, board level bankers 
in the state sector. As the male Director of Human Resources candidly 
explained:    
“We know that it is illegal, also unethical, but we decided to reduce 
female recruitment for many reasons, because when young women 
are recruited they do not like to go far away from the city and are 
also reticent to work longer hours, and another big problem is 
maternity leave …”  
Health professionals also hold the same attitudes towards the present 
maternity leave entitlement which they feel is not applicable to all mothers. 
Therefore, all professionals in the sample have underutilised this, and 
even undermined its role, due to fear for their future career. Rani (doctor/ 
Sinhalese/48), stated: 
“Female doctors do not apply for full maternity leave. As I know, 
from 2005 to date, only one doctor has taken whole leave due to 
her bad health condition. It is relevant only for a few mothers but, to 
my knowledge, most nurses are applying for whole leave!”  
As a result, both health and banking professionals took only the first phase 
of the present maternity leave which included the 84 working days of 
absence on full pay. In addition, there are further structural constraints in 
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the health sector resulting from staff shortages. As Neetha 
(doctor/Sinhalese/ 45) pointed out: 
“As mothers, we should appreciate the provided scheme. Today, 
most hospitals are run with a shortage of staff. At least for a short 
period, we can adjust to the problem but not for one year… There 
should be a proper plan. But you cannot easily recruit doctors like 
other professionals especially in very rare fields such as 
anaesthesia”.   
In this way, supportive „family friendly‟ legislation in principle, at least 
around childbirth and infants with 253 days‟ maternity leave entitlement, 
has become mother - as well as family-unfriendly in practice due to 
existing management practices, particularly in the banking sector. 
Furthermore, these mothers were totally dependent on their next of kin, 
particularly their husbands, in relation to childbirth. Mothers believe that 
fathers were their prime helpers, also responsible for childcare (see 
Chapter 2).  
However, at present there is no social policy support for fathers, like a 
„daddy month‟ or „daddy days‟ in connection with childbirth, childcare or 
child sickness (see Chapter 7). While all the public sector workers (men 
and women) were eligible to take 41 days‟ leave annually (21 personal and 
20 sick leave days). This was the only available scheme for fathers even 
for childcare. This has many limitations: particularly, no one can apply for 
personal leave for more than six days continuously unless the reason is 
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serious and, it seems, childcare is not defined as „serious‟. In Sri Lanka, 
personal leave is not a „right‟ but a „privilege‟ of a worker, therefore leave 
days can be allowed only by the head of department. Many in the sample 
argued for the necessity of fathers‟ leave after the birth of the child, so that 
fathers could engage in more caring work which would also enhance the 
early father-child relationship (cf. Ellingsaeter, 1999, on Scandinavia). 
Furthermore, most sample mothers had migrated internally in Sri Lanka to 
Colombo or to satellite cities as a result of education and career and 
therefore their access to extended family support was very poor. Exposing 
these serious policy limitations, Nilu (doctor/Sinhalese/ 48) commented: 
 “Still there is no provision for a father to take leave in relation to his 
wife‟s childbirth. He can take leave only from the 21 days‟ personal 
leave which is his entitlement. Even so, you cannot take it as you 
wish. Father‟s leave is a necessary requirement, at least for the first 
week of the child‟s birth, as the dual-earner couple model is the 
norm in Sri Lanka today. You cannot do everything with money. I 
remember we both felt so helpless…and like isolated. It happens to 
most of them here as these families are away from their parents 
and relatives”. 
Further, this situation became worse when younger children were at home. 
Leela, (doctor/Sinhalese/54) recalled her past experiences: 
“When my second baby, a daughter, was born, my son was just 21 
months. We did not have any relatives here to care for our little son 
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safely. Fortunately, we were in hospital quarters… I wept requesting 
my friends to look after him [son] carefully”. 
Exposing another serious policy limitation, Nilu (doctor/Sinhalese/ 48) 
commented with a different story: 
“When I was young I thought I should have more children in my 
home… like four or five! I even encouraged my older sisters to have 
more. But everything changed when we got our first baby. I thought 
we should stop having more children. We struggle a lot, as I 
explained to you earlier. Caring work is unbearable while doing a 
job. You should have enough support. Finally, we decided to have 
two. Once you have children you should look after them properly, 
that‟s your responsibility. I mean giving enough facilities and 
care…otherwise you shouldn‟t” 
This means policy itself controls childbirth implicitly and, in effect, mothers 
are unable to follow their own choice as they wish. This is because most of 
the mothers in this sample did not get enough support either from their 
parents, particularly their mothers, or from the state. The Sri Lankan 
government has largely overlooked the importance of „combining 
motherhood and employment‟; despite having introduced the maternity 
leave facility from 1939. Although the government has made many 
alterations to the policy (Sri Lankan Government, 1981, 1985, 2004 and 
2005), such as extending leave from an original 12 weeks‟ (full pay) leave 
for only two births to 252 working days (full pay, half pay and no pay) for 
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every birth, these are still based around a resolutely „motherhood‟ view of 
childcare. The government has failed to introduce paid paternity leave to 
be shared between both mothers and fathers. As in the Swedish model, 
parents would then have the choice of splitting parental leave between 
them and this could promote gender equality in the workplace and home 
(Björnberg, 2002, in Sweden).  Even so, there are again similar criticisms 
of parental leave as of maternity leave, for instance mothers are more 
likely to take time off than fathers (Leon, 2009, on Sweden; Ellingsaeter, 
1999 and see Chapter 2 for details).  
However, Mala‟s (bank professional/Tamil/30) mother (a retired school 
teacher of 80) described her story from a different perspective: 
“Maternal experiences of my days were totally different from my 
daughter‟s [Mala]. At that time you could have a trustworthy 
domestic servant and there was not much struggle like today. Also, 
my parents stayed with me and extended family patterns were 
highly valued, close relatives lived next to our home. So, combining 
motherhood and employment wasn‟t an important issue to tackle. I 
did my job more freely than my daughter and I cooked, I stitched 
frocks, I didn‟t buy ready-made clothes like today”. 
Nevertheless, she ended up with a similar policy conclusion: 
“Times have changed, finding a trustworthy domestic servant is 
more competitive and unaffordable. Although you have more 
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electrical items to prepare things yourself more easily you do not 
get time to use them.  There should be an affordable system”.  
Finally, what is obvious is that the current policy focuses only on the 
importance of maternity leave, and the mother‟s attachment and care for 
her newly born or a small baby (under one year) rather than considering 
the value of caring work with other young children (1-15 years) and 
relation to both parents. Further, the policy has completely neglected 
fathering responsibilities towards small babies and the relationship 
between father and child, which is very important for the unity of the family. 
The sample mothers also stagnated in their current positions, not because 
of their newly born babies, but because of their other young children. For 
example, Mala (30), a young mother with a six month-old son, has shown 
high career aspiration but cannot advance as she expected. By the time 
Rani‟s (48) children were grown-up or older (25, 19, 13), she had dropped 
the idea of job promotion, career advancement or extra earnings, and 
instead took prime interest in her children‟s education and security rather 
than going further, particularly, by giving attention to the girl child‟s security 
(see Chapter 5.3). Mainly this was because of a lack of childcare for young 
and grownup children. High quality childcare services in particular are 
inadequate in Sri Lanka and too few for the demand. In response, mothers 
as well as their husbands strongly stressed the practicability and 
usefulness of „trustworthy childcare‟, rather than taking „unacceptable‟ 
leave days which in the Sri Lankan social context would appear to 
disadvantage their career futures.  
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5.2.1.2 Working hours‟ regulation 
Public working hours are normally limited, formally, to eight hours work a 
day (Sri Lanka Government, 1992). However, from sector to sector these 
duty schedules vary in practice. Bank professionals are allowed to reach 
the office at any time between 7.30 am and 8.00 am and they work till 5.00 
pm. Other white collar workers are not supposed to reach the office until 
the 8.00 am to 8.30 am slot. Also, various duty rosters are followed by the 
health professionals, for example from 8.00am to 4.00pm, 1.00pm to 
9.00pm and a night shift, 6.00pm to 6.00am. It is clear, then, that many 
employees will work longer than the supposed normal maximum of eight 
hours. The interview respondents were no exception; bank professionals 
usually work nine hours, also they often work at weekends.  
The long hours‟ work culture is a norm in both the banking and health 
sectors. “We absolutely work longer hours” was a refrain from most 
respondents. The interview data also showed that long working hours and 
weekend work schedules have a significant impact on working mothers‟ 
decisions. As Meena (bank manager/Sinhalese/54) described: 
“Although there is a norm of an „eight hour culture‟, as a head of the 
branch I stay nearly 10 hours. Usually I sign in at 7.30am and sign 
out at 5.00pm. Being absent from home long hours is one of the 
major burdening issues of our life. But holding this position, we are 
entitled to get very attractive financial incentives”.    
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Full-time work (permanent, temporary or contract) is the only established 
formal working arrangement in Sri Lanka. There is no part-time work or 
flexible time work or even home-based work to accommodate working 
women. Therefore, only two choices are available for educated women; 
the first is to accept full-time work while doing caring work; if there is no 
childcare provision, either public or informal (husband, grandmother), then 
the second choice is to stay at home, looking after the children without 
taking any job. However, many educated women opt for the first choice; 
they feel there is no other choice for them because they invested their 
money, time and human capital when they were younger. As Leela 
(doctor/Sinhalese/54) explained: 
“My parents inspired me and pushed me to do biology. I achieved 
their, as well as my own, expectation! Having had higher education, 
how do I just stay at home looking after children? Children are our 
resources, no doubt at all… but I cannot give up my education and 
then my job. If someone faced such an experience, how unlucky is 
she? It might be the most miserable experience in your lifetime. 
Without having your younger years and giving all your effort to 
education, you just stay at home once you get married …I cannot 
think of it. I might be wrong but I give a good life to them [children]”. 
From a grandmother‟s viewpoint, Mala‟s mother (the retired school teacher 
of 80) recounted her unhappiness with the current long hours culture, 
compared to her own experience as a mother in Sri Lanka, 
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“I feel so sorry for my daughter. We pushed her to do studies. Now 
she is really struggling, it is hard to balance both work and family. 
She works long hours. In our day, women did only teaching and 
nursing jobs, which were the norm in the society. I am a teacher. I 
got enough time to look after the children and enough holidays to 
visit relatives‟ homes. I got a totally different experience from my 
daughter. Today, the work culture is totally different – it has 
changed, work commitments are stronger than personal life…” 
Additionally, all respondents were in dual-earner couple families where 
both parents were engaged in long hours‟ working schedules. This placed 
most respondents‟ families under pressure, unable to balance or fulfil work 
and home domains. Seetha (bank manager/Sinhalese/46) told her story 
this way: 
“We close customer service desks at 3.00pm and start to do daily 
transactions but these paper and computer entries cannot finish by 
5 o‟clock. We need extra hours. Usually this finishes by 7.30 pm 
every day. On busy days, we stay until 8.00 or 9.00 pm to settle 
daily transactions. My husband usually comes [home] at 7.00 pm. 
When we get back, the children are asleep… sometimes without 
having had proper food. All domestic work becomes a mess. 
Sometimes, I feel very uncomfortable in both lives and feel tension”. 
Once a month, every bank manager has to launch a „marketing promotion‟ 
programme. The aim of this is to attract more customers to the bank. In 
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addition, there are compulsory workshops and seminar series which are 
often at weekends. All the bank managers in the sample expressed 
negative views about these programmes. Maya (bank 
professional/Sinhalese/52) a mother of one child, explained: 
“Unfortunately this year‟s [2007] residential annual conference was 
held on the date of my son‟s birthday. We had promised him to go out 
for lunch [to Royal Mall – a very popular restaurant in Kandy]. 
Everything was upset and he was so disappointed. Later we made a 
big effort to make things normal for him”.  
Mala‟s experience is quite different from that of other professionals in the 
banking sector. She lives very close to her place of work therefore she has 
an opportunity to go home when she gets a break – from 12.00pm to 
1.00pm or 1.00pm to 2.00pm. Also, she goes home one hour early, using 
the feeding hour. Mala struggles severely when she gets training and 
development events at weekends. As a young mother, Mala expressed 
(very sadly) this situation as follows: 
“Once a month we have to do weekend bank promotions to achieve 
targets. Sometimes I come home late at night. As my husband is away, 
we meet only at weekends. In those weekends, we do not even get 
time to talk about our family things. But I want to balance both: job and 
family.”                                 
Although medical professionals are allowed to make various time 
arrangements, they are also under pressure due to long working hours, 
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especially night shifts. According to their weekly duty rosters, there are two 
night shifts which all doctors have to undertake. As Neetha 
(doctor/Sinhalese/45) described: 
“Long duty hours have badly impacted on our lives. Due to shortage 
of staff we have to do two night shifts. As for our hospital visits, for 
nearly two days in every week I did not see my children properly. 
You see how I arrange my time – if I start my work at 8.00am and 
end at 4.00pm and if night shift starts at 6.00pm which finishes the 
next day at 6 am I go back to an empty home. Our children have 
gone to school and my husband has gone to his work. Again I start 
my duty at 1.00pm. When I come back home after 8.00pm, the 
children are in their beds”.  
Nilu (doctor/Sinhalese/ 48) explained how the long hours culture impacts 
on the dual earner couple family: 
“When my husband got his promotion as a District Medical Officer 
our children were very young. He [husband] was on a very busy 
schedule – meetings, conferences. Sometimes he was away. He 
couldn‟t give me any help…and there wasn‟t a domestic servant 
either. You may not believe it, but some days I started washing at 
midnight – 12 o‟clock! Again, next day work and sometimes night-
duty…a compulsory night duty without proper rest or sleep. I was 
disappointed. It was the hardest time I ever faced in my life”. 
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Insufficient sleep with responsible paid work and family work are 
associated with adverse effects on health and safety (see section 2.4.3 for 
more details). Nilu continued her story explaining how dangerous this 
situation was: 
“We are working with patients. There shouldn‟t be any single 
mistake. But I am extremely sleepy, also you are not in a good 
mood to do your job and you are restless, and on some occasions I 
did work without confidence ...I think this is one of the very big 
issues in the health sector today”. 
All health professionals stressed that “this is our life”. Further, these 
professionals said that after having babies they had problems in 
undertaking night duties, especially being away from their children at night. 
However, Leela pointed out a possible way to minimise the problem:  
“If you get a chance to stay in the hospital housing, you can see 
your family members at break times”.  
However, in this health sample, except for two women doctors (Rani and 
Nilu), all lived in their own homes. 
A District Medical Officer in the health sector explained how longer 
working hours impact on their life:  
“This is a good job for women but only before they get babies and 
also when they have grown-up children. In between, it impacts 
badly on their daily life. I will give you examples: usually, I hear 
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grievances rather than good things and when they meet each other 
they talk mostly about their family problems. Some career-oriented 
women postpone their pregnancies to do higher studies”.  
Comparatively speaking, the health sector runs in a more flexible and a 
less male-dominated environment than the banks. Although there are 
hierarchical structures at the hospital, they are not as rigid as banks. For 
example, women doctors have flexible work schedules and there is 
freedom to change their work times. The District Medical Officer (DMO) 
added his idea about flexibility in the health sector: 
“But there is no rigid work arrangement here. They can change 
work times as convenient for them. Sometimes they swap with their 
friends. Also they are allowed to go out when they get breaks. That 
sort of work flexibility is here”. 
Neetha (doctor/ Sinhalese/45) recalled her experiences: 
“There are work shifts… also you can change your work time, which 
is a sort of mutual arrangement. But this totally depends on your 
DMO (District Medical Officer). At present I have a boss with a 
humanistic approach but I remember when my children were small I 
had a very rigid man, although he is a father….”  
Although there are flexible work arrangements at the hospitals, that 
flexibility can be differently shaped according to the views of the district 
medical officer. In other words, the district medical officer‟s personal 
understandings of combining work and care directly affected particular 
190 
 
staff. Neetha‟s experiences disclosed how workplace directors value their 
own view, rooted in their minds, positive or negative, on women‟s 
responsibilities for motherhood and paid-work. 
5.2.1.3 Government transfer policy   
Government policy states that all public service workers who have served 
a maximum of five years in any station/office should be transferred out to 
serve in another office (Sri Lanka Government, 2001). Some sectors have, 
however, implemented different transfer schemes which are more suitable 
for them, and school teachers, for example, are transferred after 
completion of ten years. This pattern affects both the public banking and 
health sectors (where all the respondents are employed) and obviously 
impacts on the ability to balance work and care, where carefully built up 
and often complex time and place arrangements are destroyed at transfer. 
For example, Rani (doctor/ Sinhalese/48), about to transfer in the next 
month, explained this situation as follows: 
“My five-year period is over and I received the transfer documents 
… we have to transfer by next month. Although my children are 
mature (19 and 13 years old), it is not easy to arrange many things, 
like I cannot change my children‟s school because they are in 
reputable schools and also they are used to those schools. No 
alternatives, I have to make travelling arrangements for them to go 
to these schools. Also, finding a domestic servant is another difficult 
task”.  
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Rani further recalls her past experience and suggested: 
“…that [8 years career gap] would not be happening to me if there 
was a good transfer policy. I do not say that policy should examine 
case by case but should be very generous to married couples that 
means policy should have few categories rather than common to 
all”.  
Both sets of mothers faced different experiences due to this government 
transfer policy, particularly felt by the bank managers. For example, all the 
bank managers (except Mala) had married government officers, engineers 
or bankers, who are also compelled to transfer. When the mothers (the 
women bank managers) were young, and while having young children, 
they were used to living much of the time without their husband, either 
alone or with a parent or domestic servant. Meena (bank 
professional/Sinhalese/54) recalled: 
“My husband is a top level banker. He used to work far away. He 
came home only at weekends due to higher work demands and the 
travelling problem. I used to live with a servant. It is difficult to 
manage both family and work without a husband…but, you know 
now that I have, I have that courage to do everything by myself.”  
As Maya (one son) put it: 
“After marriage, both of you should be in the same place. It is 
necessary to have a good family life. Otherwise without family... 
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only worries will remain. The government should think about this 
matter and implement a good system to reduce such problems”.  
This severely affects not only respondents‟ family life but also their 
children‟s education. Some children had changed their schools at least 
four or five times due to their parents‟ transfers. Some apparently 
developed psychological problems such as impaired learning at school, 
personality problems or frustration due to missing their friends. Ritha (bank 
manager/Sinhalese/52) gave the example of her son who experienced 
several changes of school:  
“When he was in nursery I got my transfer. He was used to that 
nursery and had a good demeanour. But we put our son into 
another nursery which was near my office. That was not such a 
good one. When he saw the nursery he started to cry and weep. He 
could not get used to it, so we put him into another nursery which 
was quite far from my office. We had to get ready quite early and 
transport was really a big problem. Really, it was a big burden and 
for many reasons (getting up in the early morning and travelling a 
long time) he was far behind the other children. We saw that same 
weakness even when he took the GCSE exams”.   
It is obvious that these state policies, particularly working hours‟ 
regulations and government transfer policy, failed to meet their expected 
objectives and also failed to reduce harm for women (and men), 
particularly mothers, because women are still engaged in more caring 
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work. Therefore, these policy implementations can impact differently on 
men and women. In this regard gender mainstreaming could act as a good 
strategy (see Chapter 6 for details).  
5.2.2  Institutional practices 
5.2.2.1 Recruitment, promotion and appraisal - constraints and 
opportunities 
The collected interview data revealed that women professionals and 
managers in both the health and banking sectors suffered imbalances in 
both workplace and home domains due to human resource practices in 
their organisations. However, these data also show that employment in 
health has rather different occupational impacts from employment in 
banking. This situation can be understood by exploring management 
practices around recruitment, promotion and appraisal. The Sri Lankan 
constitution guarantees the fundamental rights of gender equal access to 
education and employment (for details, see Chapter 3). While gender-
neutral and anti-discrimination values are rhetorically promoted, at the 
same time women are still subject to discrimination by established human 
resources policies.  
As a result, gender is not an important dimension of inequality in education 
in Sri Lanka, where women both have good access to and success in 
higher education. In contrast women‟s career establishment and 
advancement opportunities are limited, especially for mothers with 
younger children (Gunawardane, Rasanayagam and Leitan, 2006). Thus 
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the female bank managers were particularly badly affected by recruitment 
policy. As this is currently a particularly competitive employment sector, 
women have to show even more flexible arrangements than their male 
counterparts to take up employment, especially when mothers apply for 
bank manager positions. For example, Seetha (bank 
manager/Sinhalese/46) recalled her interview experience as follows: 
“I can remember what I faced at my bank manager interview. Other 
than my workplace records [leave, education and further studies], 
the interview board asked me about my home environment. If I had 
said that my husband is not supporting me running the home, 
definitely I know I would not be able to get my promotion as a 
manager.  Also I think… most probably these questions were not 
put to male applicants. Because top management believe that men 
are fully flexible but not women. This is true and correct as banking 
is one of the competitive sectors, but this practice is really unethical 
and women have to face it”.   
In this way, women‟s recruitment for management levels is implicitly or 
explicitly reduced by the top level personnel. This was very clearly 
highlighted by the male Director of Human Resources in commenting on 
new recruitments of bank management trainees for 2007. As he said 
banks tried to reduce young women‟s recruitment because these women 
do not like to go far away from the city and work longer hours and also the 
problem of longer maternity leave. In contrast, recruitment policy for 
medical graduates is not as competitive or rigid as in the banking sector. 
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For example, women doctors were not so badly affected by the gendered 
structure of recruitment policy because once health professionals get their 
licence to practise, MBBS and internship training, they can accept their 
duties without having any uncertainty.  
Although sex segregation in the labour markets is narrowing with the 
mitigation of cultural barriers to women‟s employment, social norms about 
motherhood are still highly visible in both sectors. It is hard for women to 
do well on the career ladder in such a male-dominated environment, 
especially for mothers in the child bearing and rearing stages because the 
sample mothers give their main concern to their children‟s needs rather 
than their career advancement. The absence of concepts of parental and 
fathers‟ leave reinforces the notion that women are less effective in paid 
work environments. Almost all the bank managers in the study sample 
agreed that the banking sector is a male-dominated organisation. For 
example, Ritha (bank manager/Sinhalese/52), with twenty-five years‟ 
experience in banking and a mother, explained how difficult it is to get 
promotion in this culturally constrained environment: 
 “I totally agree. Banking is a male-dominated organisation. I work 
every day, eight to six, plus Saturdays. I have already passed the 
banking exams. Five times I applied for my next promotion but still I 
am a bank manager”.  
Further, she added how men had acquired their positions earlier than her: 
196 
 
“We were in the same group at university and we joined as 
management trainees at the same time, but most of the men got 
their promotion at the correct time. Now they are in senior 
management positions. And they did not complete their bank 
examinations. It is unethical to say this, but it‟s because …I am a 
woman and I am a mother!”   
In addition, while these professional mothers speak overtly about the more 
egalitarian gender equality roles they have negotiated in their homes, 
covertly there is an influential male power exercised by husbands in the 
decision-making process, particularly on family matters. Thus this is good 
evidence that although family patterns and labour market behaviour are 
changing, their practicability for women is very limited, especially for 
mothers positioned as carers and domestic workers. A similar story was 
recounted by Meena (bank manager/Sinhalese/54): 
“My husband is a banker, we were in the same group but he got his 
promotions earlier than me. He has continued his career without 
constraints”.  
She continued: 
“Bank rules favour men and are run by them. They do not bother 
about us and just treat us as another worker. So, there is no place 
for us. As the promotion process is very secretive we do not get the 
feedback”.   
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Another situation which is common in the male dominated hierarchical 
organisation is that women are excluded from the more important 
workplace networks. These networks have a key role in top level 
decisions, such as promotions. Furthermore, the promotion criteria in the 
bank are male driven and candidates are evaluated on male values. For 
example, applicants should be fully flexible and be able to work long hours 
in a busy environment. Due to these gendered constraints, women - 
especially mothers - faced more unavoidable difficulties than men, even if 
the men were fathers with the working mothers. Furthermore, this 
bureaucratic organisation also provides a series of positions which are 
difficult for women to take up. For example management trainee, officer 
grade 1/11, senior officer grade 1/11 and then sectional head in a branch 
(such as mortgage, international banking and savings accounts) and in 
each position, an applicant has to show excellent work records. Therefore, 
obtaining a „bank manager‟ position is one of the hardest challenges for 
mothers, particularly those who have younger children in their households. 
In effect, a career oriented mother has to sacrifice her family 
responsibilities for career progression or vice versa. Seetha (bank 
manager/Sinhalese/46) explained the main requirements to obtain a „bank 
manager‟ position: 
“One of the main requirements is leave and punctuality. The ability 
to work longer hours and high work commitment are important. And 
flexibility is essential. Also there is a need to show that you are 
interested in doing banking studies” 
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These main requirements obviously restrict mothers‟ ability to apply for 
higher level positions while occupied with family responsibilities. A top-
level thirty-five years‟ experience professional woman (Sinhalese/56) 
described her experiences as follows: 
“I started my career from the lower level, now I am at the decision 
making level. To get this I sacrificed many things…even my family. 
At present there is quite low women‟s participation at executive 
level…it is just 17%. Also, all of the bank managers under me are 
men. I am glad to say that today there is a good trend of women 
officers taking bank manager position. Last time there were many 
applications from the women officers”.  
In addition, she pointed out the important criteria for promotion: 
“You need to show the last five years‟ leave records, punctuality 
and a high commitment to work, further study and good practices in 
human relations. At the interview, especially for women, we 
discussed family matters. Such as how she manages family 
responsibilities while doing a highly responsible job, her husband‟s 
job, how much he supports her career, whether there is a 
supportive environment in the home and about dependants”.  
Therefore, these gendered judgements adversely affect mothers‟ careers 
and, as a result, they are less likely to apply for promotion in the 
workplace. It is not a surprise that banking mothers stay in their positions 
for a long time. As the woman regional manager put it:  
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“Only a few women can climb this ladder…. I know some mothers 
do not take full maternity leave due to possible impacts on 
promotion”.  
In addition, women bank managers in this sample, especially mothers, 
always suffer from the annual performance appraisal which sets high and 
gendered targets. As Ritha (bank manager/Sinhalese/52) stated:  
“The targets were male-oriented and sometimes we [women 
managers] do voluntary work which is unpaid in order to reach set 
targets”.  
She continued “Due to a lack of women‟s participation at the decision-
making levels, almost all the appraisals are carried out by men”. 
Consequently, female bank managers often face discriminatory treatment 
from male appraisers. As Maya (bank manager/Sinhalese/52) observed: 
“Even at appraisal, these male appraisers do not take the time to 
listen to us – awful assessments”.  
Similarly, health professionals in this sample stagnate as general medical 
practitioners rather than developing into medical specialists (such as 
paediatrician, obstetrician and gynaecologist, surgeon or neurologist), and 
this is because of difficulties in carrying two responsible roles in the same 
time frame, motherhood and the medical practice. While doctors are not 
required to follow the same strict promotion and appraisal scheme as 
bankers, it is still necessary to have a higher qualification in any chosen 
field in the bio-medical sciences. In effect, they also come across similar 
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structural barriers. For example as Neetha (doctor/Sinhalese/ 45) 
explained: 
“You need to have at least a diploma to go to the next step.  
Certainly then, you should focus on study… it means that for nearly 
one year you are away from your family, Oh no!… there are quite a 
few women who have done their postgraduate studies. Compared 
to women most of the men have done their postgraduate degrees at 
the correct time.” 
All the health professionals except Sasha (doctor/Muslim/36) postponed 
their chances of promotion in favour of childcare at a young age. As they 
were often faced with the competing demands from family and work, these 
mothers neglected career aspirations and gave more priority to their 
responsibility for family matters. However, they highly valued the greater 
work flexibility in the health sector. Sasha, a young mother showed much 
determination that she could reach her targets. She described her future 
programme while pointing to unavoidable barriers as follows: 
“I want to do higher studies abroad, but I cannot go alone as I am a 
woman. On the other hand, as I am a mother of two, it automatically 
restricts. I should go and expect to go with my family. Again, there 
is another restriction - I have to find finance because there are only 
a few scholarships available which are very competitive”.  
For women professionals, this situation makes it more difficult to gain 
specialised knowledge which is important for their career development. All 
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the mothers tried, in this way, to convey the message that men have better 
career opportunities than they do.  Nilu (doctor /Sinhalese/ 48) continued: 
“I want to say that although we [women] are far behind the men, 
women are more work oriented than men when they are in the 
workplace and women always try to do their work properly without 
trying to entertain or take short leave and go out when they are in 
hospital work”.   
A similar story came from the top level women regional manager 
(Sinhalese/56): 
“Men always try to avoid work and try to make different proposals 
and take short leave….” 
In support of her view, I have seen a similar pattern of behaviour in a junior 
level male bank manager (identified as such by his displayed identity card) 
while interviewing the top level regional manager. He came with a receipt 
and requested a short break to go out to collect some gift items (for 
making internal bank promotions) from a shop(1). She showed her 
unhappiness and then questioned the importance of going out; however, 
finally she gave permission.   
Then she commented: 
“See, what I said to you was proved. This is really a busy hour, but 
they do not care about it. You see the time, it is close to their lunch 
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break, and this means that he has another appointment which is 
definitely a private one”. 
Finally, she suggested: 
“Women are talented although they do not have the opportunities to 
reach their career aspirations, and it is easy to work with women, 
but this situation [women subordination] is unavoidable because of 
the lack of support for the working woman. Still there is lack of 
strong arguments about this problem at government or organisation 
level. Women should raise a loud voice to get their rights especially 
from those who are at decision making levels”.     
The narratives from the sample of women doctors and managers show 
that they possess self-confidence and a desire to climb up the career 
ladder. Women‟s ambitions for managerial positions and promotion to 
decision making levels are implicitly limited by state bureaucracy; a good 
example is the HR director‟s (banking sector) view on women 
management trainee recruitment in 2007. It is also evident that due to 
these inevitable and invisible barriers the mothers in this sample, except 
the young mothers Sasha and Mala, are reluctant to make any attempt to 
face this challenge and simply accept that this is not their time but their 
children‟s. Therefore, this severely slows down women‟s upward 
movements in the career hierarchy. However, the positive observation is 
that those women‟s husbands pushed them to face the challenge. For 
example, Maya (bank manager/Sinhalese/52) said that: “I believe we 
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should think of our son‟s future than our own career”. In contrast to Maya‟s 
opinion, her husband commented: 
“I know, Maya has that ability to apply for her next promotion, I 
know she can do it, she has that capacity although she is reluctant 
to do so. I always encourage her…”  
5.2.2.2 Workplace facilities 
Workplace facilities can include childcare, nurseries and counselling 
provision, which all aim to provide a better work environment and to 
reduce difficulties experienced by employees, particularly those connected 
with family commitments. However, apart from the leave scheme, neither 
sector used such supporting work-life balance practices. Indeed, the main 
perception of these organisations was rather that family obligations should 
not interfere with paid work. Many banking respondents stated that top 
management considered that childcare is a woman‟s (or family) problem 
and „nothing to do with the organisation‟ and thus caring work should be 
arranged by mothers.  
Childcare facilities, whether provided through the private or public sectors 
or by employers, are limited in Sri Lanka today although all the mothers in 
the sample commented on the importance of having trustworthy childcare 
centres near to them. As Rani (doctor/Sinhalese/48) elucidated about 
childcare facilities: 
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“If you prefer to put your child into the daycare centre, you can do 
so. If not, you can stay at home. The important thing is that you 
have a choice”.  
Similarly, Seetha (bank manager/Sinhalese/46) suggested: 
“A childcare centre is a fascinating idea but I do not think it would 
be a good idea to establish a childcare centre just adjacent to the 
bank. But it should be somewhere near to it”. 
Also, most of the mothers recalled their past experiences of how their own 
mothers helped with arranged childcare. Meena (bank 
manager/Sinhalese/54) remembered: 
“When my daughter was small, my mother looked after her. 
Sometimes she cried because she could not do that work properly. 
Really, she was ill and old. I felt so sorry about her…but there was 
no alternative. Sometimes I wondered why I did higher studies.”  
She continued: 
“We should not use our parents as nannies, that is their old age… 
we should allow them to have a free life to them …still I feel guilty 
about it. In my view, there should be a positive work-family culture 
in every organisation”. 
Speaking from a grandmother‟s viewpoint, Mala‟s mother (Tamil/80) 
commented: 
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“I can see how my daughter struggles to manage her family and her 
job. Because of me, she can do the job…There should be a proper 
supportive culture in every workplace. Not like in our day, women 
are now in top level occupations, and it is a timely requirement”.  
Organisation structures and cultures underestimate the importance of 
workplace facilities particularly for women.  Due to state bureaucracy, 
mothers struggle for an acceptable work-life balance while they stagnate in 
their present positions. This is because although women are urged to 
enter or re-enter (after the maternal break) the labour market, these 
workplaces still maintain men‟s standards with „men as workers‟ as usual 
practice and instead ignore recent labour market changes which have 
created „women and mothers as workers‟.  
5.3  Social constraints and opportunities 
Social constraints and opportunities can be understood by exploring male 
domination in workplaces as well as the available choices for women. 
Cultural and social practices become one of the powerful elements which 
influence women‟s choices, notably their position, in being placed as wife 
and mother rather than worker and career person (for details, see Chapter 
2). At the same time, these deeply ingrained social beliefs and values of a 
particular society are reflected through state organisations. In effect, these 
organisations serve to promote gendered behaviour, such as the practices 
of male driven behaviour in the banking sector in Sri Lanka. For example, 
it is common practice in banks with women managers that the deputy bank 
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manager should be male. A belief that women are unable to stay at night 
without the support of men automatically places women as subordinate to 
men. As Meena (bank manager/Sinhalese/54) put it: 
“I leave the office at 5.00pm, giving all instructions to my deputy 
who is usually a male, and most of the time he finishes at 8.30 or 
9.00pm. I appreciate that idea because we cannot stay every day. 
My deputy earned more than me by doing overtime every day”. 
There is also a significant pay gap between women and men bank 
managers. The reason is that women managers leave the office at 
5.00pm, as there is a cultural constraint about being women, whereas men 
are working up to 8.30 or 9.00pm. 
Ritha (bank manager/Sinhalese/52) explained how male dominated values 
are practised in the bank: 
“They [men] do not like to see us [women] in the top levels, they 
always expect us to be innocent and show a sort of submissive 
behaviour as expected in domestic life”.  
This was confirmed by Mala (bank manager/Tamil/30): 
“When we achieve a high level of targets or challenging work, they 
always try to laugh at us. Men often try to devalue our work, saying, 
„Look at women‟s work!‟”. 
As there is a lack of women‟s participation at the decision-making stage, 
both sets of professional mothers are less likely to gain benefits from the 
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organisation. For example, there is a shortage of positive role models for 
their career guidance. Although there are a few female senior managers at 
the upper levels, they are not ready to listen to women‟s difficulties and are 
not ready to act as mentors. The respondents believe that lack of support 
from women in senior positions is one of the reasons they are left to 
stagnate in the same post. Maya (bank manager/Sinhalese/52) described 
her experience: 
“These top level women have forgotten their past, I hate them. For 
them, we should not mix work and family together. I know childcare 
is our own problem but…As I know, only one top level woman 
supports us as a mother. That is one of the difficulties in advancing 
our careers”.  
However, a regional manager (female) viewed this differently, explaining: 
“I do not believe there is discrimination against females. But high 
commitment to work is necessary to go further”.     
According to the sample mothers, what is obvious is that gender 
stereotypes are implicitly adopted in the hierarchical organisations in the 
state sector. As to stereotyped gender norms, women in Sri Lanka are 
presumed to play a submissive role in the home and the workplace 
(Wijayatilake, 2001). However, these social norms have been changed at 
different levels and in effect women have not become direct victims of 
men‟s interests of employment. For example, these mothers did not show 
any kind of timid or submissive behaviour but rather straightforward 
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leadership qualities, such as authoritative and strong personalities when 
they are in the workplace. In their home, I have seen similar behaviour in 
some respondents, for example Meena. Thus, she planned her holiday (to 
travel to London) in her own way and did not listen to her husband. Some 
mothers (Maya and Seetha) behaved in a different way and they gave 
more concern to what their husbands said. This shows that although 
gender norms were in a changing state, both men and women were slow 
to adapt to these changes. For example, Maya‟s husband told her to make 
a cup of tea for me and, showing obedience to her husband, she did so. In 
another incident, Seetha showed a strong personality when she was in the 
office but, in contrast, in front of her husband she did not put up strong 
arguments and sometimes kept quiet.  
However, while the women bankers behaved with authoritative and 
rational action at work, women doctors showed gentle and soft behaviour 
in both places - work and home.  The main reason could be their different 
work environments. Thus doctors were used to working with patients and 
are expected not to lose patience. In contrast, bank professionals have a 
wide span of control, for example over 20 - 30 staff, and are engaged with 
complicated issues which make them stressed, for example as I observed 
they always discussed critical issues of bank loans and related rules and 
regulations for bank securities.  
Both women doctors and bank managers were vertically segregated into 
lower levels in their respective organisational hierarchies. The women 
doctors were segregated at the medical practitioners‟ level, holding just the 
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bachelor of medicine (MBBS) qualification. Therefore, most women 
doctors work in the „Outpatients‟ departments‟ rather than on the medical 
wards. Those who have completed the specialisation courses and those 
who are hoping to carry out further study are assigned to the particular 
medical wards. In a similar way, in the bank as a male-headed 
organisation, women bank officers are segregated at the junior executives‟ 
level; for example, there is a wide disparity between percentages of 
women at corporate management and junior executive levels with just 
1.2% and 81.5%, (Sri Lanka Government, 2007), respectively.  
There are also many cultural and social constraints affecting women 
professionals in carrying out their duties. If a mother has a school age 
daughter, that mother‟s paid work is automatically limited by the existing 
culture because there is a social norm that grownup unmarried daughters 
should not be at home alone or without help, particularly at night. If 
something goes wrong all the faults are attributed to the mother, and a 
common question raised with mothers is that (even at the court hearings) 
„As you are a mother, why did you keep your daughter in the empty 
house?‟ Therefore, these middle class mothers concentrate more on their 
grownup daughters than on their other responsibilities.  
As Rani (doctor/ Sinhalese/48) stated: 
“Sometimes I feel like doing private practice. But it is not possible 
as I am widow. You know what I mean - many cultural problems, so 
I gave up that idea. You see, there is no chance for our choices”.  
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Unlike women doctors, men undertake private practice without question 
until late at night (12pm). Leela (doctor/Sinhalese/54) a mother of two 
older children held the view: 
“Even when my children were small I did private practice. I 
remembered some of my male colleagues used to ask, „Don‟t you 
have a family?‟ which means that „You are a woman, go home and 
do your own business rather than earning money‟. They feel private 
practice is their own rights.”  
In this sample, although Leela managed to do private practice at night, she 
was also constrained by rooted understanding of „correct behaviour‟ which 
is that „good women should not go out late at night‟. As she added: “I work 
only until 8pm”.  
This contradiction shows that although women are educated, they are still 
constrained by socially and culturally ingrained norms about „good or bad 
woman‟. In sum, these professionals in both sectors, who are also 
mothers, are not free to work in their own way; norms ensure that women 
are kept where they „belong‟ in terms of these norms. Neither organisation 
facilitates sound family-friendly cultures in the workplace. On the other 
hand, all the mothers in the sample agreed that their husbands give their 
fullest emotional support for their career progression and took on more 
family maintenance. Mothers believe their supportive husbands are an 
immense motivational factor for them to balance both, work and family, for 
example Leela‟s experience for childcare. Some mothers were glad to say, 
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“My husband can make nicer curries than me!” These professionals 
expected more sharing in their home, for example on the occasion when 
the second interview was in progress at Leela‟s home, her husband made 
and served tea and snacks to us. Also, some mothers feel free to ask for 
caring work from their husbands. Particularly, when children ask for food 
or drink from their mother, if she is busy she asks her husband to deal with 
it for her. For example, when I was at Seetha‟s house, she requested help 
from her husband using the phrase:  
“Could you please give her…?”  
Unlike traditional housewife mothers, these mothers are free to ask for 
domestic work from their husband. This situation does not show that 
modern mothers have full freedom to make such a request, as they are 
also limited by certain constraints at different levels. When Seetha made 
her request to her husband, her facial expression and voice nicely 
revealed how much she is secondary to him. This is mainly because these 
mothers still view childcaring and homemaker roles as women‟s 
responsibility, even though men contribute to more family work. Moreover, 
they expect encouragement from their husbands. In most families in the 
sample, the husband is the key player and mothers wish to see strong 
inspiration from their husbands, thus mothers want to discuss their career 
and higher study plans with their husbands, believing them to be the best 
qualified and more experienced person. In this way, mothers implicitly view 
themselves as second to the husband and believe they should follow him.  
So Sasha (doctor/Muslim/36yrs) reported: 
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“He likes to see me working higher up. He helps me a lot - not with 
domestic work [cleaning, cooking], but through giving 
encouragement...”  
In addition, a nuclear family pattern is considered the norm in Sri Lankan 
society. As a result, except for Sasha and the one widow, all the sample 
mothers live with their husbands and their biological children away from 
their home town. Thus, these mothers are unable to get support from their 
extended or immediate family; however, extended family structures allow 
mothers to combine paid work more easily with domestic work. In the 
words of Sasha: 
“You know, my family is an extended family. I am much closer to 
the hospital where I work now and there are many of my relatives 
around at home. I do not have problems with childcare other than 
with night duty. This is my home town. For many doctors that is the 
big problem. So, I do not have many problems like other people…”  
There may be considerable differences between managing employment 
and family and women‟s intentions and actions can also change according 
to prevailing social values around them. Such as good „women should not 
go out late at night‟, „women have to be submissive‟ and „women are weak 
in decision making‟. In this way men take their superior control power over 
women by keeping them in a passive and vulnerable position at the 
workplace. Further, organisations as social institutions function as invisible 
carriers of social understandings of women as second class citizens.  
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5.4 Work-life outcomes - same constraints, different outcomes 
So far, this research on how mothers in Sri Lanka combine mothering with 
employment has uncovered a multifaceted situation including, among 
other factors, mothers‟ emotions, their everyday moralities concerning  
caring responsibilities, financial necessities, time spent at work, workplace 
cultures and facilities, mothers‟ interests, and also prevailing socio-cultural 
opportunities and constraints. This complexity fits in with other research in 
western countries on the theme (Davidson and Cooper, 1992; Perrons, 
2003; Duncan, 2005; Crompton, 2006; Watts, 2007). For Pal and Saksvik 
(2008), the combination of motherhood and employment can result in both 
positive and negative interactions, for example in work-family 
enrichment/facilitation and work-family conflict respectively.  
As in other research, I have found that many women face conflicts while 
combining the dual roles of paid professional manager and unpaid family 
manager, and that this situation seriously affects their performance in both 
spheres. In addition, the present research reveals that mothers face 
complicated and stressful incidents when there is less availability of 
childcare and/or poor work-family programmes (cf. Himmelweit and Sigala, 
2004). Therefore, it is also important to understand the outcomes of this 
situation in both spheres: work-related and family-related. Do actual 
outcomes in combining the two spheres positively affect mothers‟ 
decisions? Do undesirable outcomes change mothers‟ behaviour?  How 
do they handle undesirable outcomes?  
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For most of the mothers in the sample, a major issue was the inadequate 
public provision for childcare in Sri Lanka. However, the childcare-related 
outcomes consequent to this differed from mother to mother. Thus Meena 
(bank manager/Sinhalese/54) very sadly recalled her past experiences: 
“Because of careless childcare practices [due to an untrained 
domestic servant] my elder daughter suffers from permanent 
illness. So she can‟t do her studies properly. She doesn‟t know it, if 
I were at home this wouldn‟t have happened [Full of tears]”.  
A similar type of story was recounted by Seetha (bank 
manager/Sinhalese/46): 
“Due to poor childcare practices [by unqualified playschool teachers 
and nurses] my son showed aggressive behaviour like… when we 
were at home, he broke his toys into pieces and threw them 
everywhere and he always tried to fight with us …we saw strange 
behaviour from him… I felt sorry for him and we made a big effort to 
change his mind‟‟.  
Due to such negative consequences of unsatisfactory work-life balance, 
some mothers showed negative psychological reactions, such as stress. 
Single mother Rani (doctor/ Sinhalese/48) reported more unpleasant 
feelings about combining mothering with employment than all the other 
mothers in the sample(2). She is disappointed about her life and, for her, 
“Most of the time I am crying, even today before you came, life is awful”. 
Rani‟s daughter confirmed that her mother used to weep, especially when 
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she failed to meet her family responsibilities. These depressing feelings 
changed her life, as Rani put it: “I used to be nicely dressed but at present 
I do not feel I am so and I am careless about myself”.  Later, expanding on 
a story, she showed how much she struggled once to combine both 
domains:  
“My children like to eat fried onion curry. At that time we were in 
hospital quarters and that day I was on an on-call duty. Due to the 
children‟s request I started to prepare the curry. Once I started to 
cook I received a phone call from the ward. So, I immediately left all 
the stuff in the kitchen and went to the ward. After I came back 
home I started to cook the curry again. Again, I received a phone 
call from the ward. I just left it all and went to the ward. This 
happened three times and finally the curry was cooked -
disgustingly”. She further added, “This was a good example to show 
how we handle problems”.  
Rani‟s daughter (advanced level student/ Sinhalese/19) explored her 
views about what children experience when they have dual-earner 
parents, especially when both are health professionals.  
“My parents are doctors. When I was small I felt proud of it, but 
now…I feel it differently. It is rare to see us all in and having dinner 
or lunch together. We plan to go out and have fun but most of the 
time it does not happen, and it is often cancelled due to urgent 
meetings or hospital things. Or it is difficult to find a time to talk 
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about family things… always on-call duty [on-call duty stressed in a 
high tone]. Other children of my age, even those who have dual-
earner parents do not experience such a lonely life. We are 
isolated…” 
 This situation badly affected children‟s decisions about their career. This 
was clearly explained by Rani‟s daughter: 
“I know financially we are well-off. But I have seen how much my 
mother struggles - I do not want to be a doctor, nor does my elder 
brother. I have selected my career in the business and 
management area, hoping to be a banker. Eight or ten hours‟ work 
is fine rather than doing different duties plus night duties, at least 
you can plan your personal things”.  
These declarations inform us how sometimes teenage daughters 
understand the difficulties of work-life balance and how they plan their 
future, observing their own mothers‟ difficulties. In a similar way, Leela 
(doctor/ Sinhalese/54) points out: 
“My children did not have a dream of being a „doctor‟ and they 
selected their career in different fields – banking and IT”.  
On the other hand, Nilu (doctor/ Sinhalese/48) and Neetha (doctor/ 
Sinhalese/45) did not show this sort of negative attitudes towards their 
employment and said, “We encouraged our children to choose a career in 
medicine”.  
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Although mothers spent more time and money on their children‟s 
education than on their career, nonetheless their employment badly 
affected their children‟s future in different ways. A very busy top level 
regional bank professional (Sinhalese/56) explained her experiences:  
“We sent our children to a reputable school and also spent money 
for extra private classes, but their Advanced Level grades were very 
low. We did not get much time to be with them and guide them 
correctly, and then the final result was …we could not send them to 
state universities. I am sure if I had been at home, definitely they 
would have gotten good grades and at least they might have had a 
chance to do a diploma. Now they have to start their career at the 
bottom. Due to low grades we could not send them to overseas‟ 
universities”.  
Further, she suggested: 
“I know spending money is not enough, parents should encourage 
them and they should observe what children do …unfortunately we 
failed to do so”  
In this sample, mothers with grown-up children faced similar incidents. For 
example Leela, Rani and Ritha also failed to get their children into the 
state-run universities which need high scores from the local Advanced 
Level examination. Only Rani managed to send her elder child (son) to 
obtain an overseas (UK) degree. A most interesting observation is that all 
these mothers and their husbands (except Leela‟s and Neetha‟s) received 
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degrees from the local universities mainly because they were inspired by 
their parents. These mothers did not get enough time to be with their 
children and inspire their children as their own parents had. Even though 
these mothers managed to provide more facilities than their parents, they 
failed to send their children to the expected level of higher education.  
In a similar way to the regional manager, these three mothers (Leela, Rani 
and Ritha) also totally believed that this unhappy outcome was the result 
of their poor attention to their children‟s education. At this point, Leela, 
Rani and the regional bank manager were disappointed and believed that 
they failed to carry out „good motherhood‟ as  appropriate. Thus they 
compensated by  paying for very popular high cost courses at professional 
institutions for their children, such as those run by the Chartered Institute 
of Management Accountants, the Institute of Chartered Accountants of Sri 
Lanka or the Bar Association of Sri Lanka. 
Thus, Neetha (doctor/ Sinhalese/45) described her experiences, saying 
that: 
“Although we managed to do many things we failed to do more, 
what actually a „good mother‟ should do. When my elder daughter 
was in grade one, her class teacher asked her to write four 
sentences about mother – my mum cooks rice and curry for me, 
mum teaches me, mum gives nice clothes to me and my mum loves 
me. You won‟t believe me, but my daughter refused to write the first 
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sentence although the teacher repeatedly asked her to write - my 
mum cooks rice and curry for me”.  
Further, she added: 
“Later I received a letter from her teacher to meet her. Her teacher 
explained all about this and we both questioned my daughter… 
then she started to cry and said, „My mum is not cooking for me and 
she is a doctor‟. I felt so embarrassed and sorry for the little one”.  
From the initial stage of the learning process, a child is constructed 
through socially accepted gender roles and behaviour (Wijetilake, 2001). 
For example, the very first pages of the government schools‟ year one text 
book colourfully illustrates a mother engaged in food preparation with her 
girl child helping while her boy child plays outside the home. Thus, in Sri 
Lankan culture, the „mother‟ or „adult woman‟ is the person who prepares 
meals for the family and women are the „owners‟ of the kitchen. In this 
incident with Neetha, particularly, the teacher‟s and Neetha‟s perceptions 
regarding mothering are not only gendered roles but, over and above this, 
a prime symbolic display of being a „proper mother‟. In fact, most of the 
mothers in the sample did not cook, but instead employed full-time or part-
time female domestic servants to prepare meals. Nevertheless, Neetha 
gave her own confirmation of this symbolic display of gendered identity 
that „mother should cook‟; she was disappointed about the school incident 
related above and said:  
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“This is really a bad example which I gave; she might follow me 
and might refuse to cook one day. Definitely, all the blame will fall 
on my head. So I changed my ways and whenever I get time I cook 
for them”.   
Neetha very sadly added another negative outcome of her unsatisfactory 
work-life balance:  
“Usually daughters should be closer to their mums than their dads. 
But my daughter is closer to her dad and all her secrets are 
disclosed to him, her second choice is me, sometimes I am really 
disappointed…”  
Almost all the mothers in this sample showed negative experiences of 
combining motherhood and employment. From observation, most of the 
mothers in this sample easily shed tears and for some mothers (Leela, 
Rani, Meena and Seetha), as they said, “I easily get angry”.  Ritha‟s (bank 
manager/Sinhalese/52) responses to the interview sessions provide 
similar evidence. For example, on one occasion, Ritha showed aggressive 
behaviour and talked in a loud voice. A few minutes later, she apologised 
for the incident and started to talk in a very gentle manner. This happened 
three times repeatedly. Further, Ritha tried to state that, “I worked in a very 
busy bank branch compared to other branches in this city …more than 
50% of customers are business people”. In effect, she said that, “I do not 
have free time and I easily get impatient…” This confirms that these 
reactions were due to difficulties of combining mothering with the 
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responsible job. This situation reveals that these mothers could not 
achieve good functioning either in the workplace or in the home. 
In contrast to the professional mothers‟ stories, the male District Medical 
Officer explained the need for mother‟s paid employment in terms of 
psychological wellbeing: 
“I know there is no doubt most of the mothers [in this hospital] suffer 
a lot when they combine motherhood with employment. As I am 
District Medical Officer and Head of the counselling unit in this 
hospital, I know some mothers who do not do paid work suffered 
more problems than these working mothers”.  
Pointing out serious psychological disorders of non-working mothers, he 
continued: 
“Some mothers make appointments for nothing. Usually they are 
trying to explain that they are heart patients. But we cannot 
diagnose any problems because those are imaginary symptoms. 
From our records nearly 40% of female patients can be put into this 
category. The most interesting thing is that these mothers visit the 
hospital wearing the most fashionable dress they have. These look 
like wedding dresses. This situation is really abnormal and we 
cannot expect such behaviour from a normal person. After some 
medical tests, they showed different psychological disorders. Later, 
I directed them to the counselling unit”.  
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Finally, the District Medical Officer and the Head of the counselling unit 
concluded by showing how working mothers achieve physical and 
psychological well-being by doing paid work: 
“Here what I am trying to say is that working women have an 
opportunity to reduce their tension by sharing their problems with 
their colleagues. Although they do responsible duties, they have 
time to enjoy life with their friends. Through these social networks 
they could learn more about social problems and about the world. 
Also they get the chance to wear nice dresses as they wish. Finally 
their salary package!  …with all this they can have a happier life 
than the non-working mothers. My wife is a doctor. I like to see her 
as a doctor not because of the financial support but because of her 
satisfaction. I am sure if she were a housewife, she would have to 
stay in for the whole day alone, just doing household work and 
watching TV. I personally believe that every woman should do paid 
work unless she has some disabilities. Otherwise, there are worse 
problems than work-family conflicts”.   
It is clear that these professionals can achieve such positive 
consequences through their jobs, such as material rewards and social 
recognition. All the mothers in this study identified financial benefit as a 
major positive factor in their jobs. In addition, the job status gave them 
positive feelings about their work, such as social status and recognition. 
Also they receive more freedom and are not totally dependent on their 
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husbands as compared to non-working mothers. As Neetha (doctor/ 
Sinhalese/45) described: 
“When a mother does a socially respectable job, the family could 
gain many things and also could lose many things, you know, 
always ups and downs”.   
5.5  Comparing motherhood and employment between bank and health 
professionals 
This research has revealed that there were contrasts between women 
bank and health professionals when they reconcile mothering with 
employment in terms of gendered moral rationality, structural and cultural 
constraints and opportunities. There are also variations in outcomes of 
combining motherhood and employment. Like Crompton and Harris (1999, 
on the UK), this research showed that there are significantly different 
practices between women bank and health professionals, such as the 
number of children they had, their attitudes and values towards childcare 
practices and their family behaviour. I also found that there were structural 
differences between sectors, with different authoritative structures, 
hierarchies, policies, regulations and practices. While all mothers realise 
the importance of motherhood and give priority to family life, it is now 
important to make clear the employment and family variations between 
mothers in those two sectors.  
As Crompton and Harris (1999) suggested for the UK, some of these 
differences can be explained by the different constraints and opportunities 
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offered by the health and banking sectors. Further, these can be extended 
to different professional and managerial occupations. Although the same 
government rules and regulations applied to all, they were practised in a 
different manner. For example, regarding work hours, for which the 
government has announced eight hours as a standard for government 
workers, bank professionals do more as they are engaged in a highly 
responsible and inflexible work environment. In addition, as I observed, 
before they leave the office at 5.00pm women bank managers give 
necessary instructions to their deputy branch manager in writing and 
verbally. This is because women bank managers try to avoid any risk 
situation at the bank, especially they believe their deputy managers go for 
unethical earnings. Therefore, most of the sample bank managers openly 
explained, for example Seetha, Maya and Meena put it, “We work with 
money and we don‟t want to make unnecessary problems because of 
others”.   
Unlike bankers, health professionals had eight hours on duty with various 
duty rosters (see section 5.2.1.2). Further, as compared to bankers, 
doctors leave hospital freely as they do not have to complete daily paper 
work or cover additional risk situations. It is not a surprise that these 
women follow various family arrangements in relation to their occupations. 
Thus, women doctors have more time to look after their family than the 
bank managers. In addition, interview data showed that if a bank manager 
expects to climb the career ladder it is not possible to apply for extended 
leave of absence although they really need it, for example Mala. Women 
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bank managers‟ career aspirations are higher than the women doctors‟ 
and, in effect, bankers made extensive investments for their career. 
Furthermore, bank managers had adjusted their personal interests to a 
male driven environment or, if not, they could not be stable in their position 
for a long period. As Seetha explained: 
“I like my job. But very clearly I can say to you this job [bank 
manager position] has changed my life pattern, I have a very strong 
personality. Sometimes I feel I‟m like a man”.  
In this way professional experience in a male dominated environment has 
led women to change their own gendered identity. From being a „passive 
woman‟ to being like an „active man‟, in effect, women bank managers 
changed their gender role from a submissive or timid role to a dominant or 
leadership role. However, doctors did not show such a drastic change in 
their life and they also changed their life patterns to more controllable 
working hours to which they are entitled. The long period of training made 
doctors adopt long-term forward planning of their employment and family 
(see Crompton and Harris, 1999). Doctors were more likely to stay longer 
hours with their children than bankers consequently these women doctors‟ 
earnings were in decline once they become mothers, for example Rani, 
Neetha and Nilu. The research data also revealed that women doctors 
generally have more children in their households than bank managers. In 
contrast, except for Meena, the latter have fewer than two (see Table 5.1). 
This may reflect less flexibility and the rigid structure in the banking 
occupation. 
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Table 5.1 Number of children in household 
 
Source: Author‟s interviews, 2007 
There are also variations in childcare practices between doctors and 
bankers (see Table 5.1). For example, all the women bankers in this 
sample have used their parents‟ especially grandmothers‟ support for 
childcare, compared to doctors of whom only two were able to do so. 
Instead, doctors find childcare support from neighbours and friends.  None 
of the doctors had used daycare centres. Bankers do not find neighbour 
support as useful, and as they were absent for long hours every day they 
have to find their mothers or even the father‟s mothers. However, two had 
used daycare centres as there are no other ways to look after the children 
for a long time (7am -5pm) (see section 6.6). The support of husbands, 
Doctors  Number of children  
Leela  2  
Rani  3  
Neetha  3  
Nilu  2  
Sasha  2  
Average  2.4  
Bankers Number of children 
 Meena 3 
Seetha 2 
Maya 1 
Ritha 2 
Mala 1 
Average 1.8 
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and female domestic servants, was reported as very popular for both 
groups of mothers in the sample. Although more caring responsibilities 
rested with mothers, both doctors and bank managers planned their 
childcare arrangements with husbands, for example about formal or 
informal arrangements; if formal what sort of childcare centres they prefer, 
if informal how they arrange parents‟ or relatives‟ support.  
In-depth qualitative interviews data revealed that both groups of mothers 
were more likely to experience an egalitarian domestic division of labour at 
home. Observation data revealed that bankers experienced this more than 
doctors (for details, see Chapter 6). In other words, doctors were more 
likely to have a relatively traditional division of domestic labour. In addition, 
although bankers experience egalitarian domestic division of labour at 
home, their home environment is more formal than the doctors. This is 
because bankers are used to working with highly bureaucratic structures 
throughout the day and, at the same time, spend less time at home. 
Therefore bankers faced more conflict of gendered identity, between being 
a „proper mother/woman‟ and being „like a man‟ 
5.6  Conclusion 
This chapter has discussed the structural constraints and opportunities 
experienced by managerial and professional mothers in Sri Lanka. From 
the life stories of banking and health mothers, varying levels and types of 
structural opportunities and constraints were identified. Further external 
circumstances, such as available state policies - maternity leave, transfer 
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policy, work hours, institutional practices workplace structures like 
recruitment, promotion and appraisal procedures, and workplace facilities 
were crucial in the mothers‟ decision on mothering with employment.  
These professionals could not take advantage of expected benefits from 
the available state policies as they were engaged in responsible positions, 
particularly the bank managers. In this regard Mala (Tamil/30) a young 
mother, is the ideal example, who although she had enough maternity 
leave (252 working days), did not want to use that advantage as she 
expected to achieve career advancement in the future. Furthermore, in 
both sectors mothers‟ career aspirations were severely limited by the male 
driven institutional practices. Although the government promotes gender 
equality at all levels, these mothers could not get significant support from 
these policies in practice, for example Rani‟s long term career break due 
to transfer policy and poor intervention on childcare facilities. Instead they 
pointed to the importance of parental leave as well as paternity leave as 
solutions where both parents are responsible for childcare. In addition, 
although these are larger state organisations with many women 
employees (for example, health sector staffing numbers 103,355 and 67% 
are women) (Sri Lanka Government, 2005), neither organisation has 
initiated workplace nurseries, even in the main metropolitan city, Colombo. 
Mainly this is because of the state bureaucracy and institutional demands 
and male driven workplace culture. However, all the respondents in the 
sample strongly support the concept of high quality affordable public 
childcare centres in all major cities in Sri Lanka.  
229 
 
Although there have been changes in Sri Lankan society, all these 
mothers were still subordinated to men in both home and, especially, work 
spheres. Therefore their choices were constrained by prevailing traditional 
stereotypes and prejudices in the society. For example, women need help 
from others and they are seen as risk averse. In effect, women were 
largely segregated into lower and middle level management positions and 
often faced a pay gap between men and women in both sectors. Although 
the expansion of women‟s education was an influential factor in their 
access to the labour market, recruitment and career development were 
limited and top jobs were always held by men, as in the industrialised 
countries (cf. Jayaweera, 1991; Blackburn and Jarman, 2002). From all 
these points, what is clear is that mothers‟ decisions on combining 
motherhood and employment are constructed through a combination of 
their own gendered identities (see Chapter 6), and structural and socio-
cultural opportunities and constraints. 
This chapter also discussed the negative and positive outcomes of 
combining motherhood and employment. Less availability of childcare, 
gendered workplace culture, long working hours, limited transferability of 
work responsibility and state policy were identified as major outcomes of 
combining motherhood and employment. In effect, some mothers showed 
stressful and depressed life patterns, for example easily getting angry, 
weeping and shedding tears. Combining motherhood and employment 
also provides rewarding benefits such as while doing a socially 
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respectable job and having a good salary and other positive outcomes like 
high commitment to work and the stability of not leaving the job.  
In addition, the research has revealed a number of contrasts between the 
banking and health sectors in Sri Lanka, such as recruitment, promotion 
and appraisal schemes. These institutional pressures impact on family life 
and domestic relations very differently. Due to these institutional 
constraints and opportunities, both sets of mothers had different family 
arrangements as appropriate, for example the number of children they had 
and different emphasis in childcare practices. Further, the mothers showed 
different patterns of gender relations at home with their husbands by 
sector, thus women doctors experienced friendly but traditional domestic 
division of labour and, in contrast, bankers had a more formal but less 
traditional domestic division of labour.  
This chapter explained how different cultural constraints, institutional 
practices and occupation structures restrict and reshape the sample 
mothers‟ behaviour in the workplace. The next task is to demonstrate how 
these mothers construct their gendered identities and responsibilities and 
how they combine mothering with employment. Therefore the next chapter 
describes mothers‟ accounts of their „gendered moral rationality‟ and the 
first „sub-category‟, „gendered identities and responsibilities‟. 
Notes 
1. As there is high competition in the banking sector as well as within 
the bank, each branch officially implements different marketing 
promotional programmes to motivate its customers to deposit more 
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cash. As a result, this branch awards small gift items to encourage 
and attract its own customers (p.201).  
2. Rani is the only single mother in this sample. It is hard to separate 
or explain, using the interview data, whether her psychological 
reactions were due to her husband‟s death and her loneliness or to 
difficulties of combining motherhood with employment. Although 
she tried to explain her negative feelings, she refused to say 
whether this was because of her lone motherhood and widowhood. 
In addition, for ethical reasons, I was unable to gather enough 
information about her feelings and experiences about combining 
motherhood and employment before and after the death of her 
husband (p.214). 
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Chapter 6 
Gendered identities and responsibilities 
 
6.1  Introduction  
The previous chapter details the mothers‟ accounts of employment 
structures and linked constraints and outcomes in work-life balance‟. This 
chapter presents mothers‟ accounts of their „gendered moral rationality‟ 
and analyses the data generated through the interviews with mothers, 
family members and workplace directors to investigate the following 
research questions. How do professional and managerial women combine 
motherhood with paid work in Sri Lanka? How do they find the balance 
between employment and household work? How does this combination 
relate to women‟s relationships with their families and employers? How do 
respondents understand this combination in terms of gendered rationalities 
and social norms? How is this understanding arrived at?  The chapter 
begins by exploring the „core‟ category, „gendered moral rationality‟, and 
the first „sub-category‟, „gendered identities and responsibilities‟ identified 
in Chapter 4. Further, no category emerged from the grounded theory 
approach for supporting free choice or individualistic decision on 
combining motherhood and employment. Sections 6.2 to 6.6 detail the 
gendered moral rationalities in motherhood, employment and childcare by 
mothers‟ age, occupation sectors and ethnic groups. Finally, the chapter 
concludes in section 6.7.  
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6.2  Gendered moral rationalities in motherhood by occupation sectors and 
ethnic groups 
The social practices of motherhood are subject to constant change and 
redefinition in varying degrees and those varying practices make it 
complicated to identify the persisting motherhood roles, not least varying 
identities and responsibilities around domestic roles. As explored by May 
(2008: 471) for Finland, motherhood is usually part of a powerful nuclear 
family ideology that permeates all of society and is defined and delineated 
by strong social norms. Thus mothers take their decisions about „good 
motherhood‟ in relation to the cultural and religious beliefs around them. In 
this way social norms about motherhood appear to be natural (Sayer, 
2005) and hence sometimes difficult to establish empirically, but they are 
in fact socially constructed (Smart, 1996; May, 2009). Therefore there is a 
strong tendency for mothers to discuss their own motherhood practices in 
relation to social norms unconsciously accepted and respected as „natural‟ 
within their social groups (May, 2008).  
To tackle this issue, the core category, „gendered moral rationality‟ and the 
sub-core category „gendered identities and responsibilities‟ were 
understood by analysing the mothers‟ interviews „emotionalised 
motherhood practices‟, „gendered motherhood practices‟ and „pre-existing 
motherhood practices‟. Researchers have also acknowledged the 
importance of these concepts in shaping the decision of mothers‟ 
combining mothering with employment (for details, see Chapter 2). 
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Similarly, the present research data revealed that these three supportive 
categories were closely related to each other and were also decisive for 
mothers‟ behaviour (see Figure 6.1).  
Figure 6.1 Composition of gendered moral rationality of gendered 
identities and responsibilities 
 
Source: Author‟s interviews, 2007 
In Sri Lankan society, child rearing, nurturing, care giving to children and 
elders, supervision of children‟s education, household management, 
gathering of food, food preparation and family health care have all been 
identified as the prime responsibility of mothers. If a mother fails to carry 
out such responsibilities, these tasks usually fall upon the elder daughter 
or another adult woman of the family (for example a grandmother) 
(Wijetilake, 2001). Research in the UK also reveals that when children are 
young, mothers‟ responsibilities towards childcare play a particularly key 
role (Duncan, 2003, May, 2008). As May (2008) and McCarthy (2003) 
point out for European countries, fathers are able to follow a more 
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individualistic moral imperative of self-care, while the ethic of care for 
children is overriding for mothers. Thus, mothering roles are gendered 
because mothers give prime importance to their children‟s needs rather 
than their own needs. In this way, gendered motherhood practices have an 
important impact on motherhood identities and responsibilities. 
Childcare and child needs are therefore central to mothers‟ decisions in 
relation to employment. Ignoring their tiredness and their own needs, 
mothers do the right and proper things for their children and mothering 
duties are morally charged as well as practically and emotionally vital. 
Consequently mothers do not view care simply as a constraint on paid 
work, but they feel morally obliged to care and often wish to do so 
(McCarthy et al. 2000; Weeks, 2001; Duncan, 2005). Therefore, mothering 
duties are emotionalised because mothers see strong link between 
psychological and physiological attachment with the child in relation to 
breast-feeding. Thus emotionalised motherhood practice acts as one of 
the decisive factors for motherhood identities and responsibilities. 
In addition, elder female children in Sri Lanka are trained to take 
responsibilities from their childhood. Women‟s duties, such as childcare 
and assistance to the mother with household works, usually become the 
responsibilities of a girl child who is being socialised by the social 
institutions, such as family and education. In effect, the perceived gender 
roles of mothering and house-wifely practices are ingrained from 
childhood, following key female figures in the family. Further, these 
behaviours are emphasised and sustained by rewards and punishments 
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(Wijetilake, 2001). Thus mothering roles always contain pre-existing 
motherhood values because mothers valued pre-existing motherhood 
duties which were heavily ingrained from their childhood. Therefore, 
acceptable pre-existing motherhood practices show a significant impact on 
the decisions of present practices of motherhood.  
In this way, mothers‟ gendered moral rationality of gendered identities and 
responsibilities are a composition of „emotionalised motherhood practices‟, 
„gendered motherhood practices‟ and „pre-existing motherhood practices‟ 
(see Figure 6.1). The sample mothers showed varying understandings 
about combining motherhood and employment, which they conceptually 
summarised as „gendered moral rationality‟ (Duncan and Edwards, 1999). 
Further I employed „Grounded Interview Rationality Diagrams‟ (GRID) to 
highlight the relationship between the various understandings and 
practices held and adopted by the interviewees as follows. 
 Each interviewee‟s main accounts plotted on the triangular model 
and generalised into shaded areas.  
 The size of the different shaded areas indicates the range and 
number of interviewees‟ accounts.  
 The shaded areas do not show precise measurement but give an 
approximate idea to the reader about how particular mothers 
combine motherhood with employment and about their childcare 
practices. 
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When each mother‟s accounts - emotionalised motherhood practices, 
gendered motherhood practices and pre-existing motherhood practices 
were plotted in each triangle, I found that each mother has different 
understandings and practices about mothering duties (see Appendix – F: 
374). Further, this was clearly highlighted when each interviewee‟s 
positions were generalised into one triangular model and displayed that 
there are substantial differences among mothers in the health and banking 
sectors (see Figures 6.2 (a) and (b)). In this section, therefore, the sample 
mothers‟ gendered moral rationalities on motherhood are examined in 
terms of emotionalised, gendered and pre-existing motherhood practices 
in both sectors, health and banking, by their ethnicities, Sinhalese, Tamil 
and Muslim.   
Figure 6.2(a) Gendered moral rationalities on motherhood of women 
doctors by ethnicity 
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Figure 6.2(b) Gendered moral rationalities on motherhood of women bank 
managers by ethnicity 
 
Source: Author‟s interviews, 2007 
Interestingly, all the mothers in the sample, irrespective of ethnic or age 
variances, expressed similar attitudes about gendered motherhood 
practices whereby the caring role was the prime responsibility of the 
mother. As Neetha (doctor/Sinhalese/ 45) explained,  
“I am a woman and now I am a mother of three children… I 
should think more of my family than my career”.  
The mothers in the sample had also been trained to take over motherhood 
responsibilities from childhood according to „natural‟ gender identities laid 
down by society and these were confirmed by key figures in the families. 
For example, Mala (bank manager/Tamil/30), a mother of one child, 
recalled her past experiences rooted in her early childhood socialisation 
process: 
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“When I was small I did childcare and cooking…It is expected from 
the older female children in the family…and I have been trained 
from my childhood. I remembered that when we used to do „play 
house‟, I used to dress up like my mum and used to do doll 
washing, feeding and rocking, and my little brothers did outside 
work, for example they went out to earn and bring back „play 
money‟…” 
Such caring and domestic work is also defined as women‟s work. Hence, if 
a mother somehow fails in these duties, these tasks fall upon another 
woman in the family, such as the elder daughter, the mother‟s own mother 
or her mother-in-law. So Mala‟s mother (a retired school teacher/ 80) 
described her experiences as a grandmother:  
“When my daughter got home late after work, I washed her baby, 
and sometimes I asked the servant [a female] to prepare meals for 
us”.  
These norms were then perpetuated and valued over the generations. If a 
woman fails to fulfil them, then other women will see this even more as a 
severe failure than the men around them. As Neetha (doctor/Sinhalese/ 
45) put it: 
“You know some mothers [women doctors] give priority to their 
promotion forgetting they are mothers. Once you become a mother 
you cannot give up your major role – you as a mother. We should 
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not give more attention to money or the title. If you do, then you 
should think of this early on…maybe before your marriage”.  
In this way, then, the mothers incorporate and maintain this mothering 
ideology in their group dynamic. Following this ideology of „good 
mothering‟ as learned through their lifetime and maintained socially, the 
mothers do their best to carry out this role. While continuing their paid 
employment, usually full-time, the sample mothers‟ view is that caring 
activities should be done by themselves, believing that these are the 
inborn abilities they possess and others (for example fathers) do not. As 
Meena (bank manager/Sinhalese/54) described: 
“You know, the mother has to play a bigger role than the father. She 
has to bear and rear her children well. I have to do the best and 
right things for them”. 
In a similar way, Rani (doctor/Sinhalese/48) stated what she expected for 
good motherhood: 
“I have to give them a good education at a good school and then 
get a good job for them and later I need to find a good spouse for 
them…and I should teach them good manners. You know 
motherhood responsibilities are unlimited and you can‟t wait for 
someone else to do it…even the father”.  
Or as Neetha put it: 
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“Children can stay without a father but when the mother goes away 
a single day…then the home is a real mess…no proper 
housework”.  
In addition, Maya (bank manager/Sinhalese/52), giving an example, tried 
to elucidate how difficult it is to keep a peaceful environment while doing a 
responsible job:  
“I am committed to my job, but I do not want to bring any office work 
to my home, I expect a more relaxed and peaceful environment at 
home and at least we should have our dinner together talking about 
daily incidents, giving more priority to our son”.  
Showing the importance of the „keep the child‟s need first‟ idea, she further 
added:  
“I know one of my friends [also in the banking sector sample] brings 
official files to her home. I understand she has many problems at 
home – her son also shows poor performance in his school work 
and many other problems as well”.   
Mothers show unconditional and enormous practical and emotional 
obligations and responsibilities in their motherhood role (Duncan, 2005).  
Although mothers do responsible paid work, both mothers and their 
husbands understand that mothers are primary caregivers for their 
children. Nilu‟s husband (Sinhalese/52) explained his views about 
mothering: 
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“Although vast changes have occurred in our society, still mothers 
do more caring work, they like to do it and they are more confident 
and skilful in bringing up their children as their own responsibility”.   
According to Nilu‟s husband, mothers ignored their tiredness and their own 
needs, mothers always find how to do the best for their children; he 
continued, “Mother is the first teacher and whenever she gets time she 
teaches stories and songs”.  
Moreover, mothers believe that when children are grown up they should 
know how to take care of themselves. They also believe that when a 
mother has a grown up daughter, that mother should teach her about 
house management which then becomes inherited as a gendered identity. 
Leela (doctor/Sinhalese/54), a mother of two older children, put it like this: 
“My daughter can cook more nicely than me [proudly], I teach her 
when I get time. You know one day, when she gets married, people 
would blame me by saying that girl cannot do anything other than 
her job. As a mother, I do not want to hear such things”. 
Interestingly, all the mothers in the sample strongly believed that good 
mothering is always linked with good fatherhood practices. Therefore good 
mothers should always ensure that their children are able to enjoy good 
fathering (cf May, 2003 in Finland). Also, there is an embedded social 
norm that a good mother should be a heterosexual and married and, 
further, that the mother should live with her husband and their biological 
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children. Mothers have identified themselves as a central person in this 
family model and key feature of the family and being a „good mother‟ is 
one of the crucial factors for the success of the family unit. This means, in 
turn, success in the motherhood role as described above. 
Although men are recognised as head of the family unit, mothers‟ work is 
centred not only on the domestic and caring work but also on wider family 
emotional and organising work. Thus they strive to keep unity among 
members of the family, not just for practical reasons but as a socially 
policed mark of success or failure. Therefore one of the oldest mothers in 
the sample, Leela (doctor/Sinhalese/54), explained how people viewed the 
mother as the peace-maker in the family: 
“I am very patient about the family stuff rather than my own needs. I 
always try to keep a peaceful environment in the home and when 
arguments occur I act as a mediator. If you get troublesome teens 
in your family or family breakdowns, right or wrong all the blame 
falls on your head. A mother who is unable to hold such 
responsibilities in a socially acceptable way is viewed by people as 
a „bad mother‟ which is really an unfair decision”.  
A major concern is to set up secure marriage ties, not only for the sake of 
children in a potentially risky situation, but again socially, where mothers 
were embarrassed and frightened of hearing unpleasant remarks from 
others, especially from family (in-laws) and friends. In this way mothers 
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believe they need to be not just a „good mother‟ for their children but also a 
„good wife‟ for their husband and a good organiser for the family.  
In addition, I observed that when they have school age children (age 5-
19), the sample mothers spent more time on their children‟s education 
than on domestic work. Except for Sasha and Mala, all other mothers 
show interest in talking about their children‟s education and future job 
opportunities rather than their own career. Sending them into costly extra 
classes, mothers expect good results from their children. Children are 
encouraged more by mothers than by their fathers to do well in education. 
Rani, a single parent‟s daughter (advanced level student/Sinhalese/19) 
described her experiences: 
“Nowadays I am doing my GCSE Advanced Level, my mum is 
much too worried about my education and my future, she always 
advises me to do well more than dad did and dad didn‟t do it such a 
way. She does the same, even for my little brother”.  
„High concern for the children‟s education‟, as well as „putting children into 
the education competition‟, has been identified as a motherhood role in Sri 
Lanka. Some of the national level examinations are called „mother‟s 
exams‟, particularly for the grade five scholarship examination (Daily 
Island, 2010) where the children are categorised into different levels of 
national schools(1). Therefore children‟s education has been identified as a 
new gendered motherhood role for the new generation. As Neetha pointed 
out: 
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“You know, only mothers are going to parents‟ meetings and you 
rarely see fathers there. Mothers should get one day or a half-day 
off to attend the meeting”. 
Thus these middle class mothers(2) identified themselves as good mothers, 
as those who give, think and are involved in development and education 
as well as protection and love of their children. Following this practice, 
mothers always try to avoid any sort of risky or harmful situations for their 
children. This is particularly marked when the mother has an adult 
daughter; she feels strong responsibility towards her daughter‟s security 
and limits her work outside the family. Rani as a single mother, explained: 
“Sometimes I feel like going into private practice(3) but it is not 
possible. If I started in private practice I would stay sometimes until 
late at night. It is a problem, as I am a widow, there is not enough 
security for me and no trustworthy childcare facilities for my children 
and especially my daughter…I cannot keep her alone”  
Although both parents are alive, a mature daughter‟s security always lies 
with the mother. Furthermore, all the sample mothers strongly believe that 
this is a motherhood or woman‟s role. As a busy mother, Neetha 
(doctor/Sinhalese/ 45) explained this as follows: 
“Truly, I do not have time to drop my daughter off at the school. 
Usually it‟s done by my husband. One day she complained and 
cried, what do you think? She said to me that I did not care about 
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her activities so I do not love her. I was totally disappointed. Later I 
asked the reason. She said that one of her friends had told her that 
her mother gave more attention to her safety and so she drops her 
friend off at school every day. My daughter said that I never do and 
that I do not take care of her”. 
These stories reveal that gendered motherhood roles were strongly rooted 
in Sri Lankan society and ingrained from childhood and over generations. 
Although mothers in the sample appreciated full-time employment, they 
minimised their extra working hours; for example Nilu and Rani gave up 
their private practice because of their feelings about children‟s security as 
a motherhood responsibility.  
The health professionals in the sample were more religious than the bank 
managers and showed a higher level of emotionalised motherhood 
practices (see Figures 6.2 (a) and (b)). Emphasising religious matters 
around motherhood, they made a link between psychological and 
physiological attachment with the child in relation to breast-feeding for 
instance, Neetha said:  
“That bond cannot be broken by anyone and no one else can give a 
mother‟s love and kindness”.  
This is partly why, when the children were small, they lived in hospital 
housing which is situated very close to mothers‟ wards.  According to „on-
call duty‟ (a hospital working schedule), doctors should reach the hospital 
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ward within a few minutes, therefore they live very close to the hospital. 
Then, they could see and feed their children during break times. As 
Neetha (doctor/Sinhalese/ 45) explained: 
“When I do ward round and when a baby is crying, sometimes I feel 
and I can hear that sound. I can‟t concentrate on [work]…I think of 
my baby…I can‟t do proper work sometimes”.  
However, within the bureaucratic structures and very busy work schedules 
of the banking sector, bank professionals showed slightly different 
emotionalised motherhood practices. Although they stay longer hours away 
from home, they do not get time to think of anything else apart from office 
problems in office hours. Unlike doctors, most of the bank professionals 
spent one to three hours in travelling, as they all live far from their place of 
work. Within this rigid structure, they did not see their children for eleven to 
twelve hours. As Maya (bank manager/Sinhalese/52), a mother of one child 
explained: 
“Sometimes when I get back home, my son has gone to sleep, 
some days I couldn‟t talk to him, but then we gain all these facilities 
from my job”.  
Neglecting Maya‟s unavoidable absence of motherhood roles due to her 
busy work schedules, she tried to compare her emotionalised motherhood 
understandings in a materialistic way by positively reasoning about her 
son‟s comfortable life. 
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Further, Tamil and Muslim mothers in both sectors significantly valued pre-
existing motherhood roles which were heavily ingrained from their 
childhood, much more than the Sinhalese mothers. Mala (bank 
manager/Tamil/30) put it like this: 
“Even when I was a small child my mother advised me to be a good 
girl, then later a good woman and wife. She told us religious stories 
around on good mothering”.  
She continued: 
“I was remembering some of the things… about how to run a clean 
house, wash clothes and how to respect and treat adults, especially 
the males even younger than me. My mum always did the domestic 
work on her own. She wanted us to have the best. Although my dad 
had a big say for everything at home, I always followed my mum‟s 
things. I wanted to do things which my mum did for me. Those 
things are in my mind but I do not have time to do them. I feel sorry 
about my six month old son”.  
According to Sasha (doctor/Muslim/36): 
“Mother is the main person in the family; she should behave well 
because all the children follow her way. According to our religion, 
we believe that all the children should follow the „footprint of the 
mother‟. If she misbehaves all the blame attaches to her. It‟s not 
much of a surprise that as a girl…you always follow your mum. All 
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these mothering duties are rooted from our childhood, accordingly 
we do them. If any mother goes beyond the traditions there is no 
chance to stay with the family – family bonds are difficult”.  
These mothers believe there is a prevailing social norm that the daughter‟s 
behaviour mirrors her mother‟s behaviour. As Mala said “That is usual – 
most daughters always accept as true her mother‟s values”. Mala went on 
to explain how this functioned in her particular social world through 
arranged marriage:  
“Although my marriage wasn‟t an arranged one, most of [my peers] 
experienced this, when they get an arranged marriage. Then people 
on the man‟s side see how the proposed girl‟s mother is. Is she well 
behaved, etc? As a result, mothers always try to behave as a 
positive role model…” 
Mala was highly concerned about the pre-existing motherhood practices 
and she showed her feeling of unhappiness towards unavoidable absence 
of maternal care “I do not know how much I can do for my son” This 
showed how much Mala struggled between her own understandings about 
motherhood practices, particularly the pre-existing motherhood, and her 
employment. Further, she added, to show the risk of absence of maternal 
care “I did child psychology when I did my degree, I know the possible 
risks…unfortunately I am doing wrong things”. 
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On the other hand, Sinhalese mothers, those who believe in Buddhist 
ideas of „rebirth‟ and „good rebirth‟, and who heard these ideas from their 
parents, grandparents and teachers try to follow advice given in Buddhist 
philosophy.  For example, for Buddhist parents there are five ways to look 
after their children: they restrain them from evil; they direct them towards 
the good; they train them for a profession; they arrange suitable marriages 
for them and, in due time, they pass on the inheritance to them (Rahula, 
1959:123). As for Neetha:  
“I am not a religious person but our lives are closely related to 
Buddhist philosophy. Accordingly we decide what is right and wrong 
and try to do right things. Our children are the main targets, if you 
do good things to them, at the end of the day you can have a happy 
life”.     
In addition, although the mothers often experienced marital unhappiness, 
they believed that mothers should not go for divorce or separation. Placing 
the children‟s future as an absolute priority, they tried to keep all the 
miserable incidents out of their minds. As Ritha (bank 
manager/Sinhalese/52) explained: 
“Even though you get depressing experiences from your marital life, 
divorce or separation is not good…it can be reasonable for you 
but…that decision can be harmful to your children. I am a mother…I 
am morally attached with my children. So, I shouldn‟t put them in a 
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risky situation by giving priority to my own needs and putting our 
troubles on their heads …” 
 The practices associated with motherhood have varied as for their 
employment. The sample mothers in the health and banking sector valued 
emotionalised, pre-existing and gendered motherhood practices differently 
but values and attitudes towards caring work remained the same and 
mothers were primarily concerned about fulfilling their children‟s needs. 
Such mothering responsibilities were deeply rooted in their minds. On the 
one hand, women‟s obligations in the roles of mother and wife were 
determined by a diversity of social, religious and cultural values. On the 
other hand, mothers took employment decisions in relation to their 
responsibilities to their children. Thus this situation was influential in the 
decisions about combining motherhood and employment. Therefore, 
mothers showed gendered identities because they fundamentally dealt 
with the notion of mothering. They showed an emotional bond with their 
children‟s needs. They showed decision-making in providing answers 
about the right things to do and they were rational in providing a 
framework for taking decisions about participation in the labour market. 
Therefore the sample mothers‟ mothering duties are gendered and 
emotionally constructed with the historically established pre-existing 
beliefs. 
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6.3 Gendered moral rationalities in combining motherhood and 
employment by occupation sectors and ethnic groups  
In this research, professional and managerial mothers‟ ethnicities, 
Sinhalese, Tamil and Muslim are considered purposively to examine how 
mothers of different ethnicities understand their own gendered moral 
rationalities about combining motherhood and employment (see Chapter 
3). This can be understood by illustrating mothers‟ different degrees of 
gendered moral rationalities about combining motherhood and 
employment. As in the literature, some mothers believe mothers should 
stay at home with their younger children, „primarily mother‟, and some see 
their paid employment as a separate identity as mothers, „primarily 
worker‟. Further, some mothers value paid work as a part of their 
motherhood duties, „mother/worker integral‟ (see section 2.6).  In a similar 
way, at the coding and categorising stage, I found that mothers showed 
varying degrees of gendered moral rationalities about combining 
motherhood and employment according to their employment and ethnicity. 
Figures 6.3 (a) and (b) clearly depict this when each mother‟s accounts 
were plotted in each triangular model and their positions generalised in a 
single triangular model. In addition, the sample mothers‟ gendered moral 
rationalities about motherhood, emotionalised, gendered and pre-existing 
motherhood practices varied by their employment and ethnicity. Therefore 
this section examines how sample mothers combine mothering duties with 
their paid employment in terms of „primarily mother‟, „primarily worker‟ and 
„mother/worker integral‟ in both sectors and by their ethnicities. 
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Figure 6.3 (a) Gendered moral rationalities on combining motherhood and 
employment of women doctors by ethnicity 
 
Figure 6.3 (b) Gendered moral rationalities on combining motherhood and 
employment of women bank managers by ethnicity. 
 
Source: Author‟s interviews, 2007 
As Figures 6.3 (a) and (b) show there were slightly different 
understandings about combining motherhood and employment by 
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mothers‟ employment and ethnicity. All the sample mothers were highly 
concerned about child caring, particularly their children‟s future, believing 
that their own high level of educational qualifications and occupational 
status provided a good opportunity for them. In this way, mothers viewed 
their own education and employment status as a gateway for their 
children. So although a full-time job produced severe conflict and many 
negative experiences for fulfilling the motherhood role, they still required 
full-time employment for much more than simply financial or personal 
status reasons. For example, Seetha (bank manager/Sinhalese/46) 
describes well this range of reasons for her full-time job: 
“You know, sometimes it [job] is a struggle for me, running a family 
is not an easy thing, especially with all the caring work. The job 
gives me satisfaction. This type of job is a respectable one; it is 
good for my children‟s future. Also, it provides us with additional 
finance. One day, the children will follow me when they grow up. If a 
mother holds education high, her children will try to follow her. So 
this will be a good role model for them. I can advise them as an 
educated mother. This is a great privilege for me and for my 
children”.   
On the one hand, this model of good mothering means that the mothers 
feel they are responsible for caring for their children and to train them in 
domestic work and social development. But on the other hand, full-time 
employment is also required and furthermore they believe that mothers 
255 
 
should not stay at home all day with their children, just doing everything for 
them. Sasha (doctor/Muslim/36), a mother of two little children viewed it 
like this: 
“If I stay all day with my children they will be spoilt. They will not try 
to do even simple things, such as dressing. We should not spoil 
them, one day it can adversely affect them”.   
Seetha (bank manager/Sinhalese/46) explored this idea further: 
“Although we do not get much time to be involved in their 
educational things, you know our children are in the top of the class 
at school. They can do things on their own as they are used to 
doing them compared with children of mothers at home. Those 
mothers do everything for their children; those children need extra 
support at school. As a mother you need to give close supervision, 
advice and keep an eye on them. That‟s it”. 
Although the doctors got the possibility to undertake private practice out of 
hospital hours, they remained at home with the children because of their 
values around good mothering. These mothers did not see their 
employment as a career (see Chapter 5) but rather believe „a job‟ upholds 
their social status, household economy and personal satisfaction. In other 
words, these mothers held a position, in combining motherhood with paid 
work, of „mother/worker integral‟ along with a „primarily mother‟ axis. While 
carrying out the required duty hours as a working mother, as a part of 
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good motherhood, they provide a positive role model for their children. Nilu 
(doctor/Sinhalese/48) gave her view: 
“I did private practice before my son was born; now there is no time 
and that is worthless when it comes to my children‟s education. If I 
do private practice, I do not know where my children are and what 
they are up to in an empty home”.  
Neetha (doctor/Sinhalese/ 45) held a similar belief to Nilu, but put it in a 
stronger way, „You cannot give up your major role – you as a mother‟ (see 
Section 6.2). This explained why she did not take up extra earnings and 
higher studies. Sasha (doctor/Muslim/36), also, a career-oriented mother 
put her children‟s need first and her career second. In addition, in the 
temporary or permanent absence of the male head, mothers had to take 
over the responsibilities and roles of economic provider and protector, as 
well as maintain the roles of nurturer and caregiver. Although the 
experiences of Rani (doctor/ Sinhalese/48), the widowed mother, are 
different from those of other women doctors in the sample, she 
expostulated the same: 
“Oh! Sometimes - thousands of times – I felt like resigning from the 
job, my daughter also asks me to resign. But how can I? How do I 
finance my children‟s education, tuition fees, travelling costs and 
their future…I am the main income provider”. 
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In contrast, Leela (doctor/Sinhalese/54) has continued her required duty 
hours and in addition has taken up extra private practice so as to provide a 
better life for her children as a good mother.  Hence, there are somewhat 
different practices within the same profession. Apart from her husband‟s 
earnings, Leela also performs the role of economic provider as well as her 
usual motherhood roles. In her words: 
 “I even did private practice when my children were small. I still 
continue with this. This is the main income source. If I stop this, how 
do I send them to good schools with facilities?” 
In this way, Leela held more a „primarily worker‟ position with a 
„mother/worker integral‟ model, believing that paid employment was a 
support for her motherhood responsibilities. In a similar way to Leela, the 
sample of banking mothers held a more „primarily worker‟ position with a 
„mother/worker integral‟ model. The reason is that bank managers are 
entitled to have an extra salary package as they work as the bank branch 
manager holding responsibilities for establishing and maintaining internal 
and external customer relationships, marketing promotion and monitoring 
the progress of the branch. Although banking mothers held a more 
„primarily worker‟ position, they did not see „paid work‟ as separate identity 
from their „motherly duties‟. However, they see their occupation as a great 
privilege for their children, not in terms of financial well-being but in social 
recognition. For example, Maya and Seetha clearly gave such reasons, 
“How do my children have comfortable life and how do they go to costly 
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international or private schools?” Giving greater value to their employment 
position, all the women bankers in the sample held a „mother/worker 
integral‟ position alongside a „primarily worker‟ position, viewing 
employment status as a part of good mothering; but also as a provider for 
the family. Another banker, Seetha (bank manager/Sinhalese/46), explained 
this: 
“When I am at the office, I do not get time to think that I have a 
home or a baby… sometimes I feel it as a good thing. If I thought 
about that sort of thing - family or home I couldn‟t come to this 
position. … And because of this job I am able to send him to a 
private school, which we couldn‟t do in our time. So, he can get a 
good education and get a better job than us and that is a hope of 
every parent, isn‟t it?” 
Hence, health professionals and bank managers have slightly different 
understandings about combining motherhood and employment by their 
employment. However, this does not show significant differences in 
understandings on combining motherhood and employment by mothers‟ 
ethnicity. 
6.4 Gendered moral rationalities in combining motherhood and 
employment by age of mothers 
In this research, mothers‟ ages were considered purposively to examine 
how different ages of mothers understand their own gendered moral 
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rationalities about combining motherhood and employment. For example, 
some mothers understand „primarily mother‟ position and they need to see 
their children all day, believing that children should stay at home. In 
contrast, some mothers have a „primarily worker‟ model view, giving 
priority to paid work and career advancement and see motherhood as a 
separate gender identity. In between, some mothers value „mother/worker 
integral‟ model employment as a part of motherhood respons ibility in terms 
of their children‟s well being.  
The sample mothers showed varying understandings about combining 
motherhood and employment by their age. When each mother‟s accounts 
were plotted in each triangular model, I found that mothers in different age 
groups and in different sectors have different understandings and 
practices about mothering duties (see Appendix – F: 390). Further, this 
was clearly highlighted when each interviewee‟s positions are generalised 
into one triangular model (see Figures 6.4 (a) and (b)). This section, 
therefore examines the sample mothers‟ gendered moral rationalities on 
combining motherhood and employment by their age by sectors health 
and banking. 
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Figure 6.4 (a) Women doctors in health sector by age 
 
Figure 6.4 (b) Women bank managers in banking sector by age 
 
Source: Author‟s interviews, 2007 
As Figures 6.4 (a) and (b) show there were significant differences in 
understandings about combining motherhood and employment by 
mothers‟ age. Mothers aged between 25 and 40 were more career-
oriented than those aged between 40 and 55. In both sectors, all 
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interviewees tend towards being the „mother-worker integral‟ ideal type but 
while the older mothers are simultaneously drawn towards a „primarily 
mother‟ position, the younger mothers‟ view is towards a „primarily worker‟ 
position. So although young mothers have young children at home, they 
still believe that their career opportunities are a very important part of their 
lives for career reasons, as well as family reasons, although as shown in 
Figures (6.4 (a) and (b)) the latter remains dominant. Once they are free 
from primary childcare when their children become older, these mothers 
believe they could take up higher studies as they wish. Sasha 
(doctor/Muslim/36) put it in these words: 
 “I want to do higher studies, my husband is always encouraging me 
to do at least a diploma, but this is not a good time for it, I should 
think of my children now, when they are grown up I will be able to 
do this. But, you know, fathers don‟t get such problems…only 
mothers get problems”.  
Even though Mala (bank manager/Tamil/30), a mother of a six month-old 
child, confronted many problems in balancing home and work she showed 
a high level of career aspiration. Without taking extended leave for 
childcare she sought upward movement through the organisational 
hierarchy. This aspiration gave an organisational demand with a direct 
impact on family behaviour. As she said: 
“I like this job, I need promotion and good qualifications, like a 
banking diploma or MBA. As I am a young banker, I can go further 
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with those qualifications, when my son starts his schooling I can 
start my further studies”.  
In contrast, the older mothers with grown up children (aged over 15) 
believe that a mother should not give priority to her career nor start her 
studies at this stage. Their view is that as they are mothers, they should 
give first priority to their children and family. If a mother does higher 
studies and hence, by their assumption, neglects her mothering roles, they 
strongly perceive that a mother would not be „a real mother‟. While direct 
primary caring work may be less demanding to some extent as children 
grow older, they see other equally demanding responsibilities towards 
older children. As Neetha (doctor/Sinhalese/48) pointed out: 
“As they are teenagers there are opportunities to wander off into the 
city or they can become addicted to bad TV channels. In the end, 
money is nothing! I do not like to see such bad incidents in my 
home”.  
Highlighting such hypothetical bad circumstances, mothers aged between 
40 and 55 years, in both sectors, totally refused to take up higher studies. 
According to their current beliefs, they value a „primarily mother‟ gendered 
identity which they believe in as a „good mother‟, hence mothers‟ 
distribution along the „primarily mother‟ – mother/worker integral‟ axis in 
the figures above (6.4 (a) and (b)). As Maya said: 
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 “Our time has passed, we have achieved enough, this is our 
children‟s time, and we should not spoil their time by starting our 
things now”.  
Seetha (banker/Sinhalese/46) explained her views similarly: 
 “I would like to do banking exams but if I start now I know 
everything [family responsibilities] will be upset, my husband takes 
his promotion exams but as I am a mother… I cannot”.  
Maya‟s husband (banker/Sinhalese) described how he saw mothers‟ 
behaviour when they get older: 
“Although, mothers are well educated, they think their time is 
passed and everything is for their children. They may even neglect 
their responsibilities to their husbands. They forget everything and 
morally bond with the child”.    
Why do mothers of different age groups show these variations in ideas 
about combining employment and motherhood? A male District Medical 
Officer gave his views on why mother‟s age is influential: 
“I know once a woman becomes a mother, there are fewer 
opportunities for promotions and higher studies. Because in our 
society, we believe that a woman should get married when she 
reaches 30 years. Normally it happens just after your first degree 
and job. And then the age between 20 and 32 is the good age for 
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having a healthy baby. Even though you might like it or not, parents 
force you to have a baby. Once she becomes a mother, she does 
not think of her own needs and gives priority to her children. If a 
woman neglects getting married too late at 35, then maybe she 
cannot get married due to over age and over qualification…”  
In a similar way, all the sample doctors married at the age of 30 and had 
children at around 35. After having children, all the older mothers in the 
health sample neglected their career advancement but they do not think to 
resign from their present position (for example Rani, see section 6.2). This 
is because these mothers do not see paid work as separate from their 
motherhood identity but believe their profession is a part of motherhood 
responsibility. Therefore these mothers hold gendered identity of „primarily 
mother‟ – mother/worker integral‟ rather than the „primarily worker‟ identity. 
In effect, the sample women doctors do not follow medical specialisation 
courses, such as paediatrics or surgery, and women are rarely seen at the 
top level in the health sector in Sri Lank (Sri Lanka Government, 2007). 
They prefer to have a „good family‟ with their children rather than making a 
good name or seniority in the profession. In other words, they do not feel 
career advancement is an important matter. Similarly, older mothers in the 
banking sector hold similar gendered moral rationalities on combining 
motherhood and employment. Some older mothers recall that when they 
were in their 30s, they had an idea of taking further banking professional 
exams but they could not find the time for it. For example, Seetha 
(banker/Sinhalese/46) recalled her plans when she was in her 30s: 
265 
 
“When our son started his nursery, I thought I would be free, so I 
could do my final banking exams and then I can go to the top level. 
But once he started to go to nursery, I became busier than I 
expected. I did not get time to think of my things other than the 
motherly and banking duties.  Even time went without my 
knowledge”. 
Maya (banker/Sinhalese/53) explained her views similarly: “When you 
postpone things, that time never comes again when you are a mother”. In 
these quotes, the mothers covertly show their interest to achieve career 
advancement but they could not achieve their plans as they expected due 
to socially constructed ethical understandings of „good mother/family‟ 
norm. This also shows that even though children are mature enough, the 
sample mothers take a higher level of responsibility towards their 
children‟s needs giving up their own needs. Therefore it is apparent that 
different aged mothers show different tensions towards „primarily mother‟ 
and „primarily worker‟ models.  
6.5 Gendered moral rationalities on domestic division of labour  
Except for one mother (Rani), a widow, all the mothers in the sample lived 
full-time with their legally married husbands. This legal relationship 
involves mutual understanding about family labour which includes 
domestic work, caring work and employment. However, these 
arrangements can vary from person to person and place to place. These 
varying understandings and arrangements can be analysed by using a 
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triangular model which explains the overall understandings of mothers in 
relation to domestic division of labour with their husbands. The allocation 
of tasks and time between mothers and their husbands are determined by 
their pre-given roles, negotiation about practical tasks using different 
rationality and partnership status, either married or widow. Pre-given 
rationalities include biological and psychological understandings of gender 
roles, as well as various cultural, religious and political views about 
gender. These rationalities are constructed and regulated within the 
mothers‟ value contexts. The negotiation value system was often 
articulated through rationalities on time and tasks. All these rationalities 
could be developed within their value system of partnership status (see 
Figure 6.5 (a) and (b)).  
Figure 6.5 (a) Allocation of tasks and time between mothers in health 
sector and husbands  
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Figure 6.5 (b) Allocation of tasks and time between mothers in banking 
sector and husbands  
 
Source: Author‟s interviews, 2007 
Employment variances, mothers‟ age and educational level, children‟s 
ages and family structures showed that mothers have an unequally and 
differently valued division of labour with husbands. When husband and 
wife do the same job with similar qualifications, both perform household 
duties without questioning whenever required. Also it appears that there is 
a more liberal gender-role attitude towards those household duties. Such a 
situation helps to reduce more traditional division of labour for all mothers 
in the sample. For example, Nilu (doctor/Sinhalese/48) narrated her 
experiences as follows: 
“Both of us are doctors, we are both earning and there is no sense 
of who is the primary or secondary earner. We both value and 
respect each other. We both do domestic work when the other is on 
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a busy schedule. I do believe that we are now far away from 
traditional motherhood patterns”. 
However, although she is as professionally qualified as her husband, Nilu 
has to carry out some of the household duties seen as woman‟s work. She 
continued:  
 “You know, he does childcare and cooking but he doesn‟t like to do 
cleaning work. Believing those are women‟s jobs, he leaves all that 
stuff for me to do. He feels that it is a shame, but if there is no one 
at home, he does it”. 
It is seen that even though Nilu‟s husband took on domestic activities 
usually performed by wives in Sri Lanka (food preparation, cleaning, 
washing and childcare), this was a temporary measure - until Nilu was 
able to do them. In a similar way to Nilu, Leela recalled her experience: 
“My husband did lot of caring work when our children were small. I 
told you without him I wouldn‟t be able to do this [job]. When I was 
busy he looked after our children while playing or doing some 
similar things. But I can remember when cleaning time comes, like 
nappy changing, he shouts at me, if I am at home…I know he can 
do it well but he leaves it for me to do”.  
Therefore these two examples show how mothers negotiate about the 
practical tasks with their full-time husbands within the limited frame 
recognised by the society. Mothers‟ usual domestic practices were a 
shared allocation with their partners but with the bulk of tasks taken by 
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mothers. That does not mean that mothers take all the responsibilities in 
the domestic sphere but mothers‟ as well as their husbands‟ pre-given 
value systems on the domestic division of labour are significant.  
Females‟ higher levels of education qualifications show that there is more 
shared culture for allocation of task and time in their homes. When a wife 
earns less than her husband, she is associated with a more traditional 
division of labour (Wijetilake, 2001). Conversely, if a wife earns more than 
her husband, she is associated with less traditional division of labour and it 
becomes less important. This relationship shows negotiation for 
preference rationality which proves a relatively more egalitarian 
arrangement. A woman regional bank manager (Sinhalese/56), a top-level 
professional, explains her experiences:  
“We all wake up early in the morning every day, we both do cooking 
and cleaning, but there are no separate jobs for me or for my 
husband…if my husband is busy I do everything…if I am busy, my 
husband does everything even washing and ironing, and takes our 
children to school”.  
These quotes reveal that the sample mothers‟ husbands do significantly 
more domestic work when their wives are engaged in full-time higher paid 
work. But the mothers view is that their husbands are not skilful to do 
domestic work. Although fathers do domestic work they do not take it as a 
responsible task. For example, Leela (doctor/Sinhalese/54) explained her 
experiences: 
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“My husband prepared a chicken curry and kept it in the gas cooker 
and started to read a newspaper. He had forgotten about the curry 
and, finally, it was disgusting…men can do the domestic roles but 
they do not as take them on like women do” 
Showing strong gendered and preference rationality on motherhood and 
employment, mothers take less equal domestic roles than the husbands. 
As a woman regional professional pointed out: 
“However, when I am back at home, I make sure that all the things 
have been done perfectly, if not, next day I remind them all about it. 
As a mother it‟s my responsibility to inquire from them what 
happened. You know, fathers can do domestic work, but they are 
not capable enough to think what is needed in terms of children‟s 
needs, you need to keep an eye on what they [children] do…”   
In addition, when a child is aged under 5 and the husband works far away, 
the household is more likely to experience a traditional division of labour. 
There are a few negotiations about the practical tasks with the husband 
even over the telephone but the mother has to take all the responsibilities 
in the home. In effect, there is no choice about divided or shared rationality 
with the husband because of the outside constraints. Meena (bank 
manager/Sinhalese/54) elucidated: 
“Both of us do government transferable jobs. We used to stay in two 
different places in our marriage life. No alternatives, I did all the 
domestic work by myself as a traditional non-working mother”.  
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Although Mala‟s husband is away, her situation is different from Meena‟s, 
such as Mala allocates traded time and tasks with her mother because she 
works in her home town.  
As for Mala (bank manager/Tamil/30): 
“We always discuss family matters over the phone. Sometimes I get 
mad with him and I cannot bear all these things…when our son gets 
sick this situation becomes worse. We fight each other even over 
the phone…it continues as an everyday habit. Just now I can 
relax… because my mother is with me. Before I go to the office, I 
discuss daily cooking and childcare arrangements with my mother”.  
This show how Mala, a less experienced young mother, struggles when 
she negotiates practical tasks with her husband. Although she fought with 
her husband over the phone, she knows that “… this is not a good practice 
in terms of our marriage, I should stop this as a woman…but I do not know 
how…but I should do” This shows how Mala struggles to keep her 
partnership status properly with her pre-given gender roles. However, she 
could manage this by allocating time and tasks with her mother as an 
alternative rationality and Mala continued: 
“…sometimes I write it down as a timetable because my mother 
cannot remember all the stuff. You know, baby feeding schedules 
are different from my mum‟s time and especially, when my baby 
weighed less, the doctor recommended continuing breast feeding, 
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unfortunately, and I could not take leave. So we fed only the doctor 
recommended solids and liquids”.  
On the other hand, according to the sample mothers‟ expressions, the 
level of domestic division of labour depends on the structure of a family 
unit. The nuclear family pattern is considered the norm in society today, 
but the extended family structures allowed mothers to combine paid work 
easily with domestic work, especially regarding childcare. In the words of 
Sasha (doctor/Muslim/36yrs), 
“You know, my family is an extended family, I am much closer to 
the hospital where I work now and there are many of my relatives 
around at home. This is my home town. For many doctors that is 
the big problem. So, I do not have many problems like other 
mothers”. 
Although the dual earner families recognised the more egalitarian 
concepts with regard to rights and responsibilities of women, culturally 
promoted roles are still visible. Decision making and power hierarchy 
within the family are unequal in mothers in the two sectors of banking and 
health. In this regard, women doctors experience a relatively more 
traditional domestic division of labour for decision making compared to the 
women bank professionals. Taking pre-given value positions, women 
doctors show a submissive role in their households in front of their 
husbands. Husbands play a major role in family decision-making; 
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however, the bulk of the practical side is in the mothers‟ hands. Leela 
explained her experiences at home: 
“I always left my husband behind. We both discuss things, 
sometimes there are arguments …but his decision is the final one 
about family matters, like… children‟s school, about their jobs and 
even sometimes about my job! But you know that finally all things 
should be looked after by myself. I take daily decisions and I did not 
ask him but tell him later as a courtesy”.  
When mothers have a long-term permanent partnership status, they are 
more likely to experience a more overt preference trading allocation of 
time and tasks with the husbands. In addition, in this sample, mothers 
have clearly identified the fathers‟ main role as a family protector than as a 
provider. As a result, mothers were disappointed by the absence of a male 
partner. Therefore women doctors were more likely to show divided task 
practices regarding domestic division of labour for family protection. Rani, 
a single parent due to her husband‟s death, said:  
“I am a widow, you know, and without a husband it is very difficult to 
run a house. When he was here he had a big say and he did some 
of the jobs, so I did not need to worry much about it. I can manage 
these jobs [children‟s education and provider role] but what about 
the family protection? He was the main security of our family. I 
could not do that properly as he did”.  
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Although Rani is an educated woman, she cannot refuse her own 
understanding of the „husband [a man] is the main protector‟ norm.  This 
shows that the rooted understanding of superior guardianship of the father 
or husband places women in a disadvantageous position. Women doctors 
in the sample, particularly Rani, Leela and Nilu, showed the similar belief 
towards „male guardianship‟. However, women bank professionals have 
been able to take on the leadership role in both spheres of office and 
home. These mothers, for example Ritha, Maya and Meena, took on most 
tasks and held decision making power in their households. As Meena 
(bank professional/Sinhalese/54) described: 
“We meet only at weekends, so I am not waiting until he comes and 
does the jobs. I do everything by myself. And I am not much worried 
about whether he is in or away. Usually I am not depending on 
others”.  
Even though this is a rather special case, most of the women bankers 
usually followed a less stereotyped gender division of domestic labour. 
Thus mothers in the different sectors, such as health and banking hold 
different types of gendered moral rationalities on domestic division of 
labour. However, all the sample mothers, except the widow, Rani, 
concentrated more on their partnership status, while carefully allocating 
time and tasks between themselves and their husbands. Although mothers 
negotiate all the tasks with their husbands, basically they locate on a pre-
given roles and partnership status continuum. This is because of the 
sample mothers‟ socially and culturally constructed understandings of the 
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„good mother‟, „good wife‟ and „good family‟ (see Figure 6.5 (a) and (b)). 
Therefore mothers‟ gendered moral rationalities on domestic division of 
labour were determined by their different degrees of biological and 
psychological understandings of gender roles and negotiation about 
practical tasks using different rationality with their husbands (a 
grandmother or female domestic servant).  
6.6 Gendered moral rationalities on childcare 
As derived from the interview data, listed childcare code showed childcare 
arrangements such as husband, child‟s grandmother (mother‟s mother or 
husband‟s mother), other relative and neighbour support (when mothers 
are in hospital quarters), high (or low) cost baby sitters (female domestic 
servants) and daycare centres. These mothers are not free to simply 
choose a career, because they give priority to their domestic lives rather 
than their professional future. Regarding childcare, there is very little 
variation between doctors and bankers. Except for two bankers, all other 
mothers have used similar childcare arrangements, reasoning about the 
rightness of selected methods (see Table 6.1).  
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Table 6.1 Childcare support arrangements of mothers in banking and 
health sectors  
Childcare support arrangements Bankers Doctors 
Husband 5 5 
Grandmother (husband‟s or mother‟s mother) 5 2 
Other relatives 2 3 
Neighbour 0 3 
Childcare centre 2 0 
Full/ part-time domestic servant(s) 5 5 
 
Source: Author‟s interviews, 2007 
However, during the primary childcaring period, all the mothers in the 
sample used more than one method to look after their children. Mothers as 
well as their husbands recognise a child‟s grandparents as suitable 
childcarers for their children. In particular, grandmothers most easily act as 
substitute mothers. To analyse full-time employed mothers‟ gendered 
moral rationalities on childcare, three dimensions were used: (1) how 
mothers understand their own needs in arranging different types of 
childcare, (2) how they understand their children‟s needs and (3) the link 
or balance they see between their own needs and their children‟s needs 
(Duncan and Edwards, 1999; Duncan et al, 2003; Duncan, 2005).   
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6.6.1 Childcare and mothers‟ own needs 
Mothers‟ views about childcare and their own needs, according to Duncan 
et al, (2003), ranged between emotional, practical and group issues. 
Emotional issues centred on the need for a child to have a secure 
emotional tie with a carer. Practical issues include cost, timetabling and 
accessibility for childcare. Child-centred group issues focused on the need 
to fulfil obligations to others or to gain social acceptance. These ideal type 
constructs were used as a first stage in analysing the Sri Lankan sample 
of mothers. As Figure 5.6 illustrates, these mothers concentrated more on 
emotional and practical issues rather than group issues. Therefore, they 
locate on an emotional-practical continuum.  
Figure 6.6   Childcare and mothers‟ own needs 
                                           
Source: Author‟s interviews, 2007 
Concentrating more on emotional and practical issues, peace of mind and 
trust, these dual-earner coupled mothers believe a child‟s grandparent‟s, 
particularly grandmother‟s, support (mother‟s or husband‟s mother) is the 
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trustworthy childcare system for their children and so they give first priority 
to it. Maya (bank manager/Sinhalese/52) pointed out this: 
“Child‟s mother is the best care giver, she can give breast feeding 
whenever her child needs it with love. I know no one who can give 
such a warm care. Unfortunately we couldn‟t give it to our son…I 
feel so sorry now. But I can be happy because his grandma looked 
after him well, like me”. 
The above quote shows how Maya minimised her emotional problem while 
substituting her maternal duties with a child‟s grandmother. Furthermore 
she tried to make herself happy by thinking that her mother-in-law looked 
after her son like her. Similarly, all these mothers assume that if a mother 
is able to get such support from a grandmother when children are small, 
she can gain many advantages. Further they believe that support is not 
only a good opportunity for their children but also for them as well. This is 
not because of the easy accessibility or lower cost (the practical issues), 
but because they could work with „peace of mind‟ regarding a child‟s 
physical and emotional security. In this sample, all the mothers in the 
banking sector used maternal or paternal grandparents‟ support at least 
for the child‟s first year. Mothers in the banking sector, as they stay longer 
hours away from home, need a trustworthy childcare system for their 
children, even more than the doctors. Thus Maya (bank 
manager/Sinhalese/52) reported: 
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“My mother-in-law looked after my son, now he is twelve years old, 
she still does it. As we [herself and husband] are bankers, we 
cannot take more leave. So we need a trustworthy childcare 
system, otherwise I cannot reach or hold this position and for this 
promotion you need to show good work records – punctuality as 
well as a family friendly environment at home”.   
In contrast, most of the women doctors could not take a grandparent‟s, 
particularly grandmother‟s support for different reasons. For example, their 
parents were too old or ill or no longer alive. However, the only woman 
doctor in this sample, Sasha (doctor/Muslim/36) experienced similar 
advantages:  
“Because of my mother I am able to do my job with somewhat more 
leisure than others. I know my daughter will be fine and she is so 
close to my mother…” 
As a second option these mothers try to find support from other relatives 
which they see as giving security and comfort to the child. These child 
carers, maternal grandmothers and relatives, were seen as substitute 
mothers who should be responsible for the child‟s well-being. Other than 
the above arrangements, mothers have used part or full-time untrained 
middle-aged domestic servants for cooking, cleaning and washing. These 
are also less expensive than professional childcare. Most of the mothers in 
this sample also depend substantially on domestic servants for cooking, 
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cleaning and washing. For these purposes, they often accepted middle-
aged women rather than girls.  
Nilu (doctor/Sinhalese/48) explained some of the practical and emotional 
problems when a mother is unable to find what she sees as a trustworthy 
childcare arrangement: 
“I could not take these opportunities because our parents were too 
old and we had no relatives so…we were really helpless. But if 
someone gets that chance she could seek promotion at a younger 
age, because she does not have to be worried about her babies. 
Because she is your mother … what distrust is there then?”  
She continued:  
“On the other hand, you cannot find a trained servant or nurse, of 
whom there is a shortage in the country. So, they are very 
expensive and you cannot trust them for a longer time”.  
The women doctors used different childcare arrangements from bank 
managers. Although these mothers used varying arrangements, they were 
mostly concerned with practical issues about the convenience of the 
childcare. As a result, these mothers totally depended on their husbands‟ 
support to look after their children and to continue their employment. 
Furthermore, husbands were seen as fully responsible for the caring work, 
education as well as children‟s future. Similarly they expected more caring 
work from their husbands as there is no other trustworthy arrangement 
available for them. As for Leela (doctor/Sinhalese/54): 
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“Without my husband‟s help I know I could not continue my job. 
When our children were under five, my husband helped me 
lots…he did all the caring work”.  
In a similar way, Nilu (doctor/Sinhalese/48) added her experience: 
“As I said, we did not get our parents‟ support, so he [husband] did 
all the caring and domestic work once I was at hospital work. Child 
caring and hospital work went like a shift duty. That was the hardest 
life we ever experienced”.  
In addition to the husband support, when their children were aged over 
five, as mothers stayed in the hospital quarters, they were able to get 
support from their neighbours who usually are their friends [women 
doctors]. Neetha (doctor/Sinhalese/ 46) explained how this was fitted into 
their schedules and lifestyles: 
“We [women doctors] know each other‟s hospital shifts. When I do 
ward round I remind them [my friends] to just keep an eye on my 
home. I leave my children with a domestic servant. When they do 
ward rounds, I do the same for them. You cannot be sure a hundred 
per cent about the child‟s security, but this was the only way we 
could do it.  I can relax my mind, because I can see them every four 
hours [break times]”.  
Whereas mothers did not see neighbour support as a good system for 
their younger children, they took this option as a last resort, as they were 
dual earners and far away from their home town. In addition, this sample 
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of mothers was most concerned with practical and emotional issues, there 
was some concern about group issues; they preferred child carers from 
the same ethnic group which could avoid imparting varying dialects and 
implicitly other habits and norms to their children. For example Maya, a 
Sinhalese mother, explained: 
“When a baby starts to talk, he always imitates those who are close 
to him. At that time you have to be very careful about your domestic 
servant‟s language. You know what I mean? Also, when my son 
plays with Latha [domestic servant] someone should keep an eye 
on them. You know little ones easily catch bad things”. 
In a similar way, Tamil and Muslim mothers give their preference for Tamil 
and Muslim domestic servants, respectively. 
6.6.2   Childcare and children‟s needs 
As for the sample mothers‟ narratives childcare and children‟s needs were 
shown to be an important component of their motherhood responsibility. 
On childcare and children‟s needs, mothers‟ views, according to Duncan et 
al 2003, ranged between emotional, development and group issues. 
Emotional issues centred on the need for a child to have a secure 
emotional tie with a carer, while development issues included both formal 
education and child development, as well as more general socialisation. 
Mothers are crucial in taking decisions on child development, for example 
who you want your child to socialise with and choice of schools (Byrne, 
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2006). Group issues were those of social acceptance of the child‟s class or 
ethnic characteristics (Duncan et al 2003; Duncan, 2005).  
All mothers in the sample see children‟s needs in terms of emotional well-
being as well as from an educational development point of view. Mothers 
and their husbands together decided on the childcare arrangements and 
schools to which they wanted to send their children. If they failed to find a 
„reputed government school‟, alternatively they found a „private reputed 
school‟ for their children. It was the mothers who were overseeing their 
children‟s educational needs both at school and through childcare. 
Mothers in both sectors were located along an emotional – development 
continuum; however, they expressed some concerns over the group 
issues (see Figure 6.7).  
Figure 6.7   Childcare and children‟s needs 
 
Source: Author‟s interviews, 2007 
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Emphasising the emotional quality of the physical and educational 
development of their children, the sample mothers believed in „home‟ as 
the best place for childcare to be located. Also, there was a strong sense 
of need to be there at home (cf Duncan et al, 2003; Duncan, 2005). 
Mothers see that children can enjoy more freedom staying at home than in 
following a fixed timetable at childcare centres which have many rules to 
keep the children safe. Therefore Leela‟s point of view is that childcare 
centres are worthless: 
“Although many problems occurred, I did not put them into the 
childcare centre. I cannot trust them, and the other reason is that 
they [children] had to get up early in the morning and dress as if 
going to school even when they were very small. When I see such 
babies, I really feel sorry for them…helpless ones. Even though 
they need to or not, they have to follow a timetable for meals, to 
sleep or to play. They never get their child‟s life. They are 
children… isn‟t it?” 
A very busy top level regional bank professional explained her 
experiences in managing childcare without using a childcare centre: 
“At that time we worked in different cities, Kandy and Colombo, so I 
kept our daughter at the in-laws‟ house. And every Friday I brought 
her to my house. Although we experienced some problems, we still 
felt that this idea was better than keeping her in a childcare centre 
which wouldn‟t give much education to our children. My mother-in-
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law was a retired school teacher so she taught nursery rhymes and 
stories to my daughter which I was unable to do”.  
Linked to the high levels of competition for good jobs, mothers are 
particularly concerned with the socialisation of children and their child‟s 
educational development. For this reason, mothers perceive that their 
children can obtain a sort of kindergarten lesson free from their own 
educated mothers or from relatives. At the same time their children get the 
opportunity to develop a warm emotional relationship with the grandmother 
or relative. Thus children hear nursery rhymes and children‟s stories from 
their grandmother and draw and paint with them. In addition, 
grandmothers are used to buying toys which give fun with education, for 
example building blocks and picture painting equipment. However, two 
mothers in the banking sector used a daycare centre as there was no 
option for them. They had only bad memories of this option. Seetha (bank 
manager/Sinhalese/46) reported:  
 “We kept our son in a daycare centre. Most of the time he suffered 
from bad stomach problems and he was addicted to the TV rather 
than talking with us or doing active games. We saw some 
behavioural changes in him. Although we spent lot of money, finally 
we didn‟t get anything!”  
Ritha (bank manager/Sinhalese/52) explains similar experiences when she 
put her son into daycare: 
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“When I handed my baby to the child-minders he started to scream, 
they could not stop him, and when I walked away I could hear him. 
Although they [child minders] said he stopped crying, I can see his 
face …so, pale. I could not tolerate this… I even started to weep on 
the doorstep of the nursery. So we made another arrangement”.   
For most of the mothers, daycare centres are seen as unable to provide 
expected benefits. Despite this belief, all the mothers also believed that 
high cost daycare centres with qualified staff would be able to reach their 
expectations. At the same time, they also see that their children could 
thereby socialise with peer groups from the same social class and the 
same professions.  As Seetha continued: 
 “These daycare centres are run by using semi-skilled child 
minders, they do not have knowledge about child psychology and 
they have only pre-school teaching qualifications. There are one or 
two good daycare centres but those are very far away and you 
need to register at the time the child is born, otherwise you can‟t get 
a place there. There is a need for such types of good daycare 
centres in every city”.  
Seetha‟s extract showed that those sample mothers (for example, Leela 
and regional manager) hesitate to send their children into the common 
daycare centres in their city but they prefer to send them into the good-
quality daycare centres. In other words, mothers believe professional 
carers, qualified and experienced carers have greater abilities in caring for 
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their children. This is because mothers see the importance of the social 
development of the child in a wider context beyond the home. Even though 
mothers kept their children at home, they commonly went out with them to 
the children‟s park, or to the local beach which, they believed, gave 
fantastic experiences to them, not just because of reducing the child‟s 
feelings of isolation but also in to reducing the work-life stress of parents. 
In these ways the combination of development with group issues in 
childcare choices was important for all managerial and professional 
mothers in the sample. Maya (bank manager/Sinhalese/53), a one-child 
(12 year-old son) mother, expressed how she combined development with 
group issues: 
“He always feels loneliness, so we [herself and husband] brought a 
boy of the same age and school class level [but not the same 
school] from our [poor] relative‟s house. Now they play together and 
do school homework together. Both can swap their educational 
stuff. There is no opportunity to impart other social habits”.  
As for Maya, her mother-in-law still looks after her son but she brought a 
boy in the same age as her son. She [and her husband] thought that their 
son needed to socialise with the same age group not only to minimise his 
isolation in long school holidays but also to provide social and education 
development. Further Maya held the belief that grandparents‟ care was no 
longer valid for her son. This situation also shows that due to lack of 
availability of good daycare centres as well as holiday care services for 
younger children (aged 1-15), those mothers found different alternative 
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ways to socialise their children other than involving their grandparents. 
However, these non-professional arrangements can be harmful to their 
children rather than giving the expected benefits. In addition, mothers 
stagnate in the same position in the long term in their employment, mainly 
because of mothers putting childcare and children‟s needs over their 
employment responsibility. 
6.6.3 Balancing mothers‟ and children‟s needs 
Understandings about the balance between mothers‟ own and their 
children‟s needs are connected with their views about how motherhood 
should be combined with paid work. It is not easy to distinguish between 
mothers‟ own needs and their children‟s but they are integrally linked 
(Duncan, 2005). Mothers in this sample, as I have seen, carry out full-time 
permanent employment as a component of good mothering and see 
themselves as the ideal carers. They were particularly child-centred and 
concerned about childcare provision issues.  
The interview results showed that there were slight differences in 
understanding between those mothers aged between 25 and 40 and those 
aged between 40 and 55. The former, younger group, valued „worker 
identity‟ and believed that career promotion would be beneficial for their 
children‟s future. In contrast, the older mothers tended towards more 
traditional views of motherhood as „mothering at home‟ (see section 5.4). 
However, older mothers in the banking sector show slightly different views 
about mothers‟ needs and child‟s needs compared to health professionals. 
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For example, Meena (bank manager/ Sinhalese/ 54) and Maya (bank 
manager/ Sinhalese/ 53) saw this relationship to some extent in a 
materialistic way. These mothers understand good motherhood 
responsibility in terms of their good salary package which gives a more 
comfortable life to their children (see Section 5.3). Therefore different ages 
of mothers and different sectors of mothers in the sample balance their 
own and children‟s needs differently (see Figure 5.8).  However, all the 
older mothers neglect further studies and promotion, and made full efforts 
for their children‟s needs, such as to give them a better education and 
hence to get a good job.  
Rani (doctor/Sinhalese/48) elucidated a different story on balancing her 
needs and her children‟s needs: 
“I received my first appointment in 1982 unfortunately it was to a 
very remote area [in Hatton] and at the time I was expecting my first 
baby. I tried to change my appointment close to my husband‟s 
workplace (XXXX hospital) highlighting the pregnancy. But we were 
unable to do so. So, my husband forced me to not to accept the 
appointment, first because of the pregnancy and then the childcare 
problem as there were no facilities in the area. Finally, I decided not 
to accept it. I stayed 8 years at home until our second baby 
(daughter) born”. 
She continued: 
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“In 1990, I accepted my appointment. However, due to this long 
career break, I was far behind my friends. I am really disappointed 
but I have to listen to my husband. That‟s the only thing I could do”. 
 A similar situation was explained by Meena (bank manager/Sinhalese/54) 
about her friend: 
 “One of my friends, she has a degree and she has also done her 
banking exams. Once she got children she stayed at home to look 
after them because they did not get support from their relations. 
Also, her husband was very busy and he did not like to keep their 
children in a daycare. So, she had two options - family or job. 
Finally she took a decision to save her family instead of her job…”  
Rani‟s and Meena‟s quotes highlighted that mothers‟ gendered moral 
rationality on motherhood, particularly when it comes to the childcare, is 
not mothers‟ own rationality but a combination with their husbands‟ values. 
In this way, husbands‟ understandings of gender identities forced them to 
change mothers‟ decisions on mothering with employment. Therefore, not 
only mothers‟ own understandings but also husbands‟ culturally and 
socially negotiated „identities‟ are central for balancing childcare and paid 
work.  
 
 
 
291 
 
Figure 6.8 Balance between mothers‟ and children‟s need 
 
Source: Author‟s interviews, 2007 
6.7  Conclusion 
This chapter discussed the managerial and professional mothers‟ 
gendered moral rationalities in the first of the sub-categories „gendered 
identity and responsibility‟. From the mothers‟ expressions of „gendered 
identity and responsibility‟ of gendered moral rationalities, emotionalised 
motherhood, gendered motherhood and pre-existing motherhood practices 
were identified. Varying degrees of moral rationalities were presented in 
four themes. These were gendered moral rationalities by sectors and 
ethnic groups, by age of mothers, on domestic division of labour with 
legally married husbands and on childcare. Childcare fell into three main 
dimensions: childcare and mothers‟ own needs, childcare and children‟s 
needs and balancing mothers‟ and children‟s needs.  
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As Duncan and Edwards (1999) identified different types of „gendered 
moral rationalities‟ can be found in the sample of mothers in Sri Lanka. 
This research showed that mothers with different occupations 
(professional and managerial) and ethnicities have different gendered 
moral rationalities on motherhood in terms of their understanding of 
emotionalised, gendered and pre-existing motherhood practices. 
Regarding different gender identities, middle and older aged mothers (40 – 
55) held a position on „primarily mother‟ – „mother/worker integral‟. In 
contrast, younger aged mothers (30 – 39) showed „career mothers‟ 
identity‟ and held a position on „primarily worker‟ – „mother/worker integral‟. 
Woman bank manager Mala, and woman health professional Sasha, 
showed a high level of work commitment to their employment. In some 
instances, mothers showed more concern about employment than about 
their children. This was very significant in mothers in the banking sector. 
This revealed that mothers‟ age and their employment positions are crucial 
factors for understanding gendered moral rationalities on combining 
motherhood and employment. Although mothers take diverse decisions as 
a component of good mothering, their ultimate target was their children. 
Furthermore, mothers put their children‟s future first while largely 
neglecting their own careers.  
Therefore, it is evident that mothers‟ decisions were gendered because 
they believe mothers act as good caretakers for their children. Although 
mothers engage in busy schedules, whenever they get time they stay with 
their children. For this instance, emotions played a key role in mothers‟ 
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decisions. If a mother is unable to provide her own care for her child, she 
always tries to find warm and close care from a grandmother which could 
substitute a mother‟s love. If not, the mother finds a trustworthy mature 
woman domestic servant as an option for mother‟s care. Although mothers 
struggle between their own and children‟s needs, they did not plan to leave 
their jobs as a solution to the childcare. But these mothers see their job not 
as a financial provider but as a means of social recognition. Irwin‟s (2003) 
study with mothers in Leeds in England in different catchment areas 
(North, East and West Leeds) found that mothers‟ labour market 
participation is clearly linked to financial needs and these needs are social, 
which are linked to socially acceptable living standards.  
Although there are variations between professionals and managers for 
their child care arrangements, all the mothers in the sample have highly 
valued the grandparents‟, particularly grandmothers‟, support. It was a 
very common occurrence that these professional and managerial mothers 
tried to show positive reasons for their absence of maternal responsibility 
by arguing in a rational way. All these mothers admit this absence of 
maternal responsibility and its long-term harmfulness for their younger 
children. In other words mothers and their husbands understand mother as 
the best caregiver and good teacher when their children are young, for 
example Mala and Neetha. These mothers did find bad circumstances 
where mothers stay at home all the day with children. This means mothers 
believe that when children were grown-up exclusive care is not necessary 
but further commitment for their future is important. Furthermore, the 
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sample mothers showed their interest in trusted childcare facilities and 
acknowledged the importance of group behaviour and social networking 
for school age children with the same age group rather than making their 
non-professional arrangements (for example, Maya). A similar situation 
can be found in Duncan and Strell‟s (2004) research with lone mothers in 
Norway where mothers believe professional carers have greater abilities to 
care for school age children over their mothers but at the same time 
mothers consider the importance of a quality relationship between mother 
and child. On the other hand, mothers did see their own mother as the 
best care giver for their small children.  
In the case of these sample mothers, it can also be argued that mothers‟ 
„gendered moral rationalities‟ are greatly reshaped according to their 
husbands‟ different orientations towards employment and family life. This 
situation is more decisive and influential in a mother‟s decision on 
combination of childcare and taking up or returning to her career. For 
example, if parents cannot gain access to a trusted means of good quality 
child care (mother‟s or father‟s relatives) after maternity leave, the mother 
has to stay at home with the child without taking or returning to paid 
employment. For these individuals, it is not a question of the level of 
occupation where she is, namely doctor or manager. Therefore, not only 
mothers‟ own „gendered moral rationalities‟ but also husbands‟ culturally 
and socially negotiated „identities‟ are important to establish mothers‟ 
„gendered moral rationalities‟ for balancing motherhood and employment. 
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Thus, husbands‟ understandings of gender identities also forced them to 
change their decisions about motherhood and employment.  
Further, research evidence acknowledged the limited space for 
individualistic decisions but the importance of individuals‟ own 
understandings in relation to cultural and neighbourhood practices around 
them. As Irwin (2008; 2005) pointed out, this study also confirmed the idea 
of mutuality between normative and structural processes for the shaping 
and reshaping of gendered relations. Furthermore, in parallel to the 
present research, the Duncan and Strell (2004) study found that mothers 
take decisions on combining motherhood and employment, not for 
themselves but for their family and friends.  
The next chapter discusses how women professionals and managers 
understand and practise motherhood and employment, exploring the core 
category, gendered moral rationality, together with the two sub-core 
categories discussed in Chapters 4 and 5. While developing a theoretical 
framework to interpret the empirical results from Sri Lanka I consider the 
implications for theory, practice and future research. 
Notes 
1. In Sri Lanka, all the Grade 5 government school children have to do 
„Grade 5 scholarship examination‟ which evaluates their literacy and 
numeracy abilities and creativity skills (This examination is similar to 
the standard attainment test (SATs) in the UK). The Grade 5 
scholarship examination is conducted annually by the Sri Lanka 
Ministry of Education. This has been used as the selection 
requirement for the secondary schools. Therefore, based on the 
examination results, children are categorised into the different 
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levels of government schools, for example national schools (which 
are called popular schools) and provincial schools (p.244). 
2. Class differences are difficult to examine in this research, as the 
main focus is combining motherhood and employment. Further, I 
did not question about the sample mothers‟ present class status 
and its implication on their decision in combining mothering with 
paid work (p.245). 
3. Private practice is a work-related right for all registered medical 
practitioners, such as doctors and dentists, in Sri Lanka. These 
medical practitioners have an opportunity to do private practice in 
their own dispensary once they are free from the hospital working 
hours. Private practice is not a free of charge facility as run by the 
government hospitals but the general public can access it at any 
time at their convenience (p.245). 
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Chapter 7 
Mothers‟ gendered moral rationalities in combining motherhood and 
employment 
7.1  Introduction  
The previous two empirical chapters have discussed and analysed the 
main elements of combining motherhood and employment in the health 
and banking sectors in Sri Lanka. This involved using three sub-categories 
and other supportive categories in presenting mothers‟ accounts of work-
life combinations. These were supplemented by accounts from their 
husbands or a significant family member (8), a mother and an elder 
daughter, as well as from three directors from each sector. These two 
chapters continuously addressed the research questions: how do 
professional and managerial women combine motherhood with paid work 
in Sri Lanka? How do they find the balance between employment and 
household work? How does this combination relate to women‟s 
relationships with their families and employers? How do respondents 
understand this combination in terms of gendered rationalities and social 
norms? How is this understanding arrived at? And what are the policy 
implications?  
In doing this, gender identities and responsibilities, as well as structural 
and cultural constraints and opportunities all emerged as crucial 
dimensions in understanding the reconciliation of family and employment. 
Key respondents‟ understandings and experiences from their own life 
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confirmed that gendered moral rationality is a central category in 
explaining the combination of motherhood and employment. This central 
category allowed new insights into the different socio-cultural experiences 
of mothers in the health and banking sectors in Sri Lanka.  
In particular, the study provides empirical data about what choices 
mothers in Sri Lanka actually make in combining mothering and paid work, 
in terms of „inherent choices‟ and „preferences‟, „various constraints‟ or 
women‟s own „identities‟ (see Chapters 4 and 5). This was empirically 
important because there are no previous studies on this topic in Sri Lanka.  
While research has considered „women‟s position in Sri Lanka‟, this 
generally addresses the question of nationalism and women or the 
historical and modern position of women, rather than examining problems 
for contemporary women not least that of combining motherhood and paid 
work. This also presented a theoretical issue. Not only is there little or no 
empirical research on work-life issues in Sri Lanka but, by extension, there 
is no accompanying theoretical framework to evaluate and generalise. 
Hence, I had to draw upon theoretical work developed completely in the 
contexts of Europe and North America (Chapter 2). One of the tasks of this 
study, therefore, is to assess how far these conceptualisations are 
applicable in the different context of Sri Lanka.  
Many researchers stressed the importance of understanding norms, 
values, gender relations, identities and social processes for 
conceptualising mothers‟ decisions on paid and family work. However, 
most of the studies fully or partly undermined the importance and the 
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impact of mutual relationship of norms and identities and social contexts. 
By addressing western focused empirically based theoretical concepts 
with the eastern focus of mothers‟ accounts, this study identified the role of 
social relations and socio-cultural contexts. In this way, the present study 
develops the three conceptual elements, „gender identities and 
responsibilities‟, „structural and cultural constraints and opportunities‟ and 
„consequences of combining motherhood and employment‟, so as to 
describe analytically and explain the problems currently facing mothers in 
Sri Lanka. However, in Sri Lanka gender is a neutral subject. The 
empirical evidence of this research has shown that gender is not a neutral 
subject.  Rather the gendered nature of the workplace and home culture 
alike constantly conflict with mothers‟ everyday life (see Chapters 4 and 5).  
The purpose of this chapter is to develop a theoretical framework to 
interpret its empirical results. Reconciliation of motherhood and 
employment in Sri Lanka can be theoretically analysed using three 
distinctive but inter-related concepts, which were discussed in mothers‟ 
accounts in earlier chapters. It was evident that each of the sub-categories 
(„gendered identities and responsibilities‟, structural and social constraints 
and opportunities‟ and „outcomes of combining motherhood and 
employment‟) is interlinked. This allows section 7.2 to address the 
research questions. At this juncture, therefore, this section brings research 
findings and discusses how women as health professionals and bank 
managers combine motherhood and employment in terms of a derived 
core category, the concept of gendered moral rationality. This continues by 
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discussing the three sub-conceptual elements, „gender identities and 
responsibilities‟, „structural and cultural constraints and opportunities‟ and 
„outcomes of combining motherhood and employment‟, and links Chapters 
5 and 6.  This chapter also shows how mothers are „gendered‟, how 
mothers are „moral‟ and why they take „rational‟ decisions. Correlations 
between each of the other categories are discussed. Following a 
Bourdieu-inspired framework, section 7.3 shows how social context and 
state policies are turned into a gendered construct. In section 7.4 the 
implications for theory and practice are considered. Finally, section 7.5 
discusses limitations to this study and makes suggestions for future 
research.  
7.2  Conclusions about the research questions  
By using a form of thematic analysis influenced by grounded theory (see 
section 3.5 and 3.6) with key respondents‟ life stories, this research has 
discovered how professional and managerial women combine motherhood 
with paid work in Sri Lanka. Rani, Leela, Neetha, Nilu and Sasha from the 
health sector and Mala, Seetha, Meena, Maya and Ritha, together with the 
top level woman regional manager from the banking sector, clearly 
explained how mothers take decisions in relation to the gendered moral 
rationality and structural constraints applying to them (see Chapter 5 and 
6). The research also showed that for these mothers, good motherhood 
responsibilities are intertwined with gender and emotions which are 
entrenched within pre-existing gender practices. Highly gendered and 
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emotionalised motherhood practices always placed love, affection, care 
and passion for their children above their own needs.  
 Further, the mothers acknowledged how much they struggle once they 
combine mothering with employment responsibilities (see Chapter 6). 
Similarly, Mala‟s mother (80 years) and Rani‟s daughter (19 years) clearly 
accepted the conflicting environments faced by the daughter and mother 
although they represent two different generations. This situation also 
reveals that gendered work responsibilities are perpetuated and promoted 
generation by generation. In addition, the husbands in dual-earner couples 
and the male District Medical Officer (DMO) declared that education and a 
good job are necessary requirements for today‟s women; however, male 
interests evidently led to an unequal domestic division of labour between 
mothers and fathers.  
As in western countries (Forster, 2000; Burke, 2008; Santos and Cardoso, 
2008; Watts, 2009) the empirical data also confirmed that mothers are 
suffering from male-driven policies in the workplace. This has negative 
effects when the gender neutrality concept arises in the highly gendered 
work environment for example in the banking sector (see section 5.2.1.1). 
There are competing demands in both places. On the one hand mothers 
are not succeeding in achieving the ideal worker role because they have 
low capacity to obtain higher education, merits or better performance (for 
example Rani, Leela, Neetha and Nilu in Chapter 5). This does not 
suggest proof for a common saying in Sri Lanka that “A woman‟s brain 
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cannot see anything further than the handle of a spoon” which is used to 
deride women‟s intellectuality.  
On the other hand mothers fail to apply good mothering practices as 
society expects, for example their children‟s education achievements are 
lower than mothers‟ expected level. As Crompton and Lyonette (2008) 
showed for mothers in the UK, the empirical data also confirmed that if 
mothers devote more time and energy to their employment, then the family 
suffers. For example, the top level woman regional manager has achieved 
her career progress but her family, particularly her daughter‟s education, 
did not achieve as she expected. This study answered the question of how 
professional and managerial mothers manage their time and energy to 
combine motherhood and employment.  
This research also answered the question of how professional and 
managerial mothers find the balance between employment and household 
work is one of the crucial issues for the mothers. Although the work-life 
balance is a more personalised and dynamic process, the empirical data 
confirmed that mothers have low capacity to achieve a work-life balance. 
Due to their limited time and energy, the evidence suggests that mothers 
try to keep their occupation for well-being and social status rather than 
trying to reach an upper career level, for example Rani, Leela and Neetha. 
However, mothers show the benefits of having good education and 
employment in terms of good family life. Mothers‟ intentions towards 
career and care vary. Unarguably, Chapters 5 and 6 showed that mothers 
in the sample had achieved neither satisfaction nor good functioning in the 
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workplace or at home without role conflicts. This means that contradictions 
between family and work are more visible than the rewarding outcomes. In 
addition, this research reveals that mothers are capable of managing both 
spheres without creating a high level of conflicting environment, for 
example divorce, separation, demotion or degrading.  
Another interesting finding is that those dual-earner middle class mothers‟ 
decisions on combining motherhood and employment have a strong 
relationship with their families, particularly with their husbands (see 
section, 6.6.3). Husbands‟ ideas about mothers‟ practices of motherhood 
and employment are influential. Because of husbands‟ increasing support 
in family work and more positive attitudes towards their wives‟ education 
and jobs, these women could enhance and continue their human capital 
without a major disturbance (see section 5.4). Husbands‟ immense 
understanding of work and family domains leads dual-earner middle class 
mothers to combine mothering with employment reasonably. Therefore 
this research suggests that good family relationships lead to the 
achievement of a good balance between work and family but more 
attention needs to be given to this complex social connection.  
7.2.1  Gendered motherhood roles and paid employment 
The first conceptual element, „gender identities and responsibilities‟ is 
associated with three supportive elements: practices of emotionalised 
motherhood, gendered motherhood and pre-existing motherhood. 
Analysing these elements shows that mothering duties such as care 
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giving, nurturing, educating children and finally making good citizens, have 
been considered as gendered work and viewed as the responsibilities of a 
mother. Although there are differences among mothers‟ decisions about 
care and related practices, both mothers and their husbands always 
considered childcare as a core component of mothering work. These 
practices are mostly gendered and emotionalised and their interaction is 
intertwined. In some instances, the analysis revealed that responsibilities 
around childcare in married couples are not an integral part of mothers‟ 
gender identities. Nonetheless their husbands‟ perceptions and values 
about childcare are very important in reinforcing such gendered identity, 
even if it is not „inherent‟ to the mothers‟ identities; for example this can be 
appreciated with the decisions made on the selection of childcare by Rani 
and Ritha (see Chapter 5 and section 6.6.3). Mothers understand 
mothering and primary child rearing responsibilities in terms of gendered 
identities and social norms. 
This research has also provided evidence to suggest that this situation is 
perpetuated not only by mothers but also by grandmothers and even their 
children, through a high valuation of historically established motherhood 
practices. The accounts of Mala‟s mother (retired school teacher/80), Mala 
(bank manager/Tamil/30) and Rani‟s daughter (advanced level student/ 
Sinhalese/19) showed this well (see Chapter 6). Established motherhood 
roles, particularly childcaring and cooking, are seen as highly gendered 
and indeed as a marker of good motherhood, even though they belong to 
different generations and refer to different times in the life course. It is also 
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apparent that due to the changes in the overall economy and in gender 
cultures mothers take permanent or temporary roles of providers of 
income and protectors which are conventionally male roles, for example 
Meena used to do provider and protector roles as her husband was away 
from home (see sections 5.2.1.3 and 6.3). While the interviewees were not 
actively religious, it was nevertheless clear that their „good‟ and bad‟ 
mothering identities are constructed in relation to their religion and 
ethnicity (see Chapter 6).  
Professional and managerial mothers see grandparents, particularly 
grandmothers‟ support not as a preference but as a necessity which can 
provide a substitute for mother‟s love for their younger children. However, 
these mothers believe professional carers have greater abilities to care for 
their school age children over their grandmother but at the same time 
mothers consider the importance of a quality relationship between mother 
and child (cf. Duncan and Strell, 2004, in Norway) for example Maya (see 
section 6.6.2). It was apparent that all these mothers in dual-earner 
couples faced considerable difficulties once they combined the gendered 
division of household labour with responsible outside employment. 
However, they maintained optimistic views around their profession, 
particularly about the advantages in regard to their children.  
The research confirms that mothers‟ decisions are gendered because they 
effectively bring up their children on their own. For both sectors (bank and 
health) and all age groups this resulted from the mothers‟ understandings 
of emotionalised and pre-existing motherhood, their practices of domestic 
306 
 
division of labour with their husbands, as well as their gender identities 
and responsibilities focused on childcare. The mothers‟ decisions were 
morally based in that they want to accomplish what is regarded as the right 
and proper thing for mothers to do. Further, mothers were rational 
because they made conscious decisions around combining employment 
and childcare. This is, however, a social and morally relative rationality, 
different from the invariant economic rationality conventionally assumed. In 
this way this study strongly supports the concept of gendered moral 
rationality developed by Duncan and Edwards (1999) with lone mothers in 
the UK.  
As a result, the concept of gendered moral rationality is a major 
determinant for understanding contemporary mothers‟ decisions in Sri 
Lanka, on the reconciliation of mother and worker roles and on how they 
combine these roles in everyday practice. However, different mothers had 
different gendered moral rationalities as they constructed through their life 
and, particularly, different ages of mothers understand this differently. The 
accounts of key respondents presented in Chapter 5 showed that older 
mothers (40 – 55) with grownup children held a position of combining 
„primarily mother‟ – mother/worker integral‟, prioritising their children‟s 
future as more important than their employment, for example Leela, Rani 
and Neetha. In contrast, younger mothers (30 – 39) with younger children 
showed „career mother identity‟ and held a position on „primarily worker‟ – 
mother/worker integral‟, for example Sasha and Mala (see section 6.4). 
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Therefore mothers‟ ages were seen as an important indicator for 
understanding mothers‟ decision on employment and family. 
Another important point is that mothers‟ gendered moral rationalities are 
not a constant construct because mothers can change their view 
according to her husband‟s gender identity. Almost all mothers in the 
sample followed their husbands‟ decision for childcaring. If parents could 
not gain access to a trusted way of child care (grandmother or 
grandfather) after maternity leave, the mother has to stay at home with the 
child without returning to her employment, for example Rani and the 
incident with Meena‟s friends (see section 6.6.3). Therefore, not only 
mothers‟ own „gendered moral rationalities‟ but also their husbands‟ 
culturally and socially negotiated „gendered identities‟, especially for 
childcare, are important to establish mothers‟ „gendered moral rationalities‟ 
for balancing motherhood and employment. 
7.2.2 Culturally-based structural constraints and gendered workplace 
practices 
Confirming Crompton and Harris‟s (1999) study with doctors and bank 
managers in the UK and Europe, this study revealed that different 
structural constraints and occupation structures restrict and reshape 
mothers‟ decisions on combining mothering with employment. Within this, 
there are differences between doctors and bank managers, such as the 
number of children they had and their attitudes and values towards 
childcare practices and the domestic division of labour. All the mothers 
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had suffered badly from the limited availability of public provision for 
childcare in the country. It is also evident that state policies (leave 
arrangements, transfer policy and work hours) and institutional regulations 
(recruitment, promotion and appraisal procedures and availability of 
workplace facilities) continue to be contradictory and inconsistent in their 
treatment of mothers in their public and private spheres. Often they 
cement or even exacerbate the gendered expectations and constraints 
faced by the mothers in the sample. 
The interplay of state policies and gender cultures are noticeable in Sri 
Lanka (see section 5.2.1), corresponding to Pfau-Effinger‟s (1998) 
observations in comparing mothers‟ orientations towards paid work and 
the reciprocal development of state policy in The Netherlands, West 
Germany and Finland. While state policy has a powerful impact on society, 
this is a reflection of the attitude of the state and, in turn, the cultural 
consensus it represents. For example, the Sri Lankan state constitution 
(Government of Sri Lanka, 1978) guarantees equal access to both sexes 
at any level of education and employment and ensures social protection 
for women. Nonetheless, gender, in regard to inequalities between men 
and women, is a non-issue in state policies and apparently cannot be 
extended to minimising gender discriminatory actions.  
One example would be the highly gendered human resource practices 
used by employers and top managers; mothers in both health and banking 
were thus adversely affected by gendered workplace practices (see 
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Chapter 5). This replicates results in other countries, as pointed out by 
other researchers (Morrison, 1987; Forster, 2000; Burke, 2008; Burke and 
Fiksenbaum, 2008; Pesonen and Vanhala, 2009). In addition, all the 
sample mothers were still subordinated to their husbands who play a 
major role in family decision-making. Thus it is apparent that mothers‟ 
decisions around gendered moral rationality are constructed together with 
their experience of gendered institutional practices and gendered socio-
cultural opportunities and constraints in both workplace and home (see 
section 5.2 and Chapter 6). 
The third sub-category, „outcomes of combining motherhood and 
employment‟, showed the validity of culturally and socially constructed 
gendered moral rationality as a tool to examine research questions in this 
study (see section 6.4). The sample mothers showed negative as well as 
positive experiences of combining motherhood and employment. In this 
way, this research has revealed that mothers‟ different mothering and 
labour market behaviours in Sri Lanka are outcomes of their different 
gender identities and gendered societal and structural contexts, for 
example Neetha‟s negative experiences of combining mothering with 
employment. Neetha‟s and the teacher‟s perception regarding symbolic 
display of „proper motherhood‟ show how culturally and socially 
constructed gendered relations and identities impact on their decisions 
and behaviours. Thus, positive and negative consequences of combining 
motherhood and employment have a good explanatory value in 
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understanding how modern women take up home and workplace 
responsibilities. 
7.3  Conceptualising combining motherhood and employment  
It is clearly understood that social realities are complex and contradictory 
with each other. Deeply, these intertwined interplays are consequences of 
a gender culture in a particular society. From the experience gained 
through understandings and observations of distinct claims of the key 
participants throughout the research (Chapter 5 and 6), it can be argued 
that if one element is inadequately addressed or missed, the descriptive 
value could be too limited. In other words, this research has revealed that 
to understand modern mothers‟ ongoing issue, combining motherhood and 
employment, it is essential to grasp socially and culturally patterned 
mothers‟ own identity, gendered moral rationality and opportunities and 
constraints within gendered structural contexts. 
 In this way, individuals‟ decisions are heavily influenced by historically 
established gender values and ideals, for example Neetha and Rani‟s 
understandings of motherhood and employment. These decisions are 
again reshaped by interplay of social institutions and social structures and 
perpetuated through the „visible carriers‟ (Giddens, 1984) in a particular 
society. This research identified the labour market, family units and the 
state as gendered institutions and structures. As Giddens (1984) explains 
these are the strong visible carriers in the context. In addition, the 
organisation (workplace) as an open system always interacts with its 
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outside world. In the organisation as a part of a society, organisation 
members exchange their orientations pertaining to their culture and also in 
relation to the organisation culture, such as organisational structure, 
hierarchy, leadership and other positions.  
Top level persons have a significant role in changing the organisational 
culture. Their understandings directly or indirectly affect others‟ behaviour. 
The Director of Human resource‟s explanation for recruitment of women in 
the banking sector is a good example how, knowingly or unknowingly, top 
level people construct different forms of equal and unequal gender 
arrangements within their situations. The research shows that workplace 
practices and social networks are gendered constructs which are 
dominated or controlled by the top level people, usually by men, for 
example Ritha‟s explanation regarding banking promot ion (see section 
5.2.2) and Rani‟s long-term career break. This research also found that 
these individuals (mothers, their husbands/ grandmother/ daughter and 
directors) are gendered actors; in other words, cultural beliefs, knowledge 
and understandings are gendered, therefore their social interaction and 
exchange, particularly decisions and actions, exist as gendered practices. 
A one good example was Neetha‟s, her daughter and her teacher‟s 
understanding of mothering roles (see section 5.4). These social practices 
vary but are constantly modified as actors and context change and hence 
this leads to forming different levels of gendered societal contexts.  
The social context is gendered, so it is not a surprise that mothers‟ 
decisions on combining motherhood and employment are mainly a 
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gendered construct. This decision is constrained and reshaped by seen 
and unseen forces from the gendered cultural institutions. In this way, 
negotiation between gender ideology and state intervention is vital. The 
key respondents‟ narratives, and particularly Mala, Nilu and Rani, show 
how different implications of state interventions and institutional practices 
influence the combining of motherhood and employment (see sections 
5.2.1.1 and 5.2.1.2). State policy is a collective understanding of policy 
participants. In this regard, the social, economic and political values of the 
latter (government, ministry level secretaries and experts) in the policy are 
decisive. These policies, established and legitimised in terms of gender, 
class and culture, in effect strengthen gender roles and relations. 
Therefore this research also confirmed Pfau-Effinger‟s (1998, 1999) study 
in the Netherlands, Germany and Finland of how different gender cultures, 
particularly predominant norms and values, shaped women‟s social 
practices and the formulation of state policies. 
When social context is gendered, then actors‟ decisions and actions will be 
gendered. These decisions and actions are acquired through the 
socialisation process; the actions can be partly conscious and partly not. It 
can thus be argued that state policies are gender based. For women as 
social actors, their social protection has been ensured by legislating 
policies such as against all forms of discrimination in 1981 (Convention on 
the Elimination of all forms of Discrimination against Women), equal rights 
to vote in 1931 and equal rights of access to education and employment in 
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1946. The effect of formal egalitarian and gender neutrality views on 
employment policies is that men and women can compete equally.  
Consequently, women‟s role as a worker is partly secured. But women‟s 
position as a mother, especially as child-carer and child-bearer (see 
Chapter 6), is still not sufficiently protected in the labour market and this 
seems to be outside the concern of policy makers. This gap exists as a 
dearth of policy legislation. In this context, working mothers are indirectly 
placed into child caring duties where they are protected by the institution of 
marriage. Childcare is seen as a mother‟s own responsibility; therefore (as 
for many countries) it is so far not the practical responsibility of the state. 
Unarguably, this is the main effect of the „gender institutionalised context‟.  
„Gender institutionalised context‟ is durable and some actions were 
institutionalised as a stable practice. Contrary to this, some were changed 
in parallel with changes of cultural values, institutions and social 
structures. Also, some changes do not appear as they are too slow to 
change and deeply embedded into the context. In this way, however, 
structures change human behaviour and, on the other hand, human 
actions are capable of changing the social structures. As Pfau-Effinger 
(1998, 1999) acknowledged, this social change gives better understanding 
of cultural-based motherhood and employment. The state forms policies 
as a timely requirement of the people in a social context. From time to 
time, state policies are remade as failures and successes of the context 
and global and supranational organisational influences are central. Due to 
the interplay of these power relations, a new societal context has 
314 
 
emerged. Individuals demand their new rights and accordingly new 
policies are formed. Consequently, the rule forming, rule following and rule 
changing process becomes cyclical or it can be identified as the 
„constantly changing cyclical course‟.   
The research data do not fully relate with Giddens‟s Structuration theory, 
as they show that human action is a result of the prevailing social context 
rather than a self-motivation. For example, this study shows that the 
sample mothers do not take their decision on combining motherhood with 
employment in an unfettered or existentialist way but follow the ingrained 
social structures and practices such as class, family and state (see 
Chapters 5 and 6). Bourdieu‟s conceptualisation of habitus and field 
seems to relate more closely with the data and it provides better 
understanding of the complexities of social context. Bourdieu‟s concept of 
capital provides better understanding of contemporary gender relations, 
particularly gender and class as well as the women‟s subordination 
position. Furthermore, Bourdieu‟s idea of state intervention in human 
agency is appropriate to the research (see section 2.9). Therefore, for this 
empirical work, the Bourdieuian approach, the theory of practice, allows us 
to understand how social context or everyday life operates in terms of 
habitus, field and capital. 
Using the concepts of field and habitus, this research has disclosed that 
historically established gender constructs are naturalised as women‟s 
work, therefore „women have to do‟ such work which is perpetuated as 
work that „women like and are skilful to do‟. Examples are Neetha‟s 
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understandings of her daughter‟s security (see section 5.4) and Nilu‟s 
experience with her husband over cooking and cleaning work at home 
(see section 6.2). Agents in a field compete for access to and control over 
scarce resources. Resources are classified as a capital and 
disproportionally distributed among actors. Agents in a field struggle for 
resources, therefore actions are decided by ease of use of capital or 
resource. Consequently, as caring is aligned with the female body, some 
fields are assigned for women and in effect numerically women‟s 
representation is high in those fields, such as doctors. In contrast, some 
fields are limited for mothers due to femaleness, for example gaining top 
level management positions in banks (see Chapter 5). As Bourdieu (2001: 
67-68) explains for the Kabyle society, “if women behave like men , they 
risk losing the obligatory attributes of „femininity”. This is confirmed by this 
research, for example in Leela and Mala‟s experiences at their workplaces  
(see section 6.3). This contradiction shows that although women are 
educated, they are still constrained by socially and culturally ingrained 
norms about „good or bad mother‟.  
This enhances an understanding of Sri Lankan professional and 
managerial mothers‟ agency and masculine domination. In this way, 
„symbolic domination‟ provides an answer to why the sample mothers are 
under presented in the top level management positions. In a similar way to 
the Kabyle community experiences, the sample mothers in the banking 
sector explained how difficult it is to get promotion in a male dominated 
work environment. Ritha, twenty-five years‟ experience in banking, is a 
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good example as she applied five times for her next promotion with 
required qualifications but she still stagnated in the same position as a 
bank manager (see section 5.2.2.1). 
Bourdieu‟s core concepts of habitus, field and capital offer a theoretical 
framework to demonstrate complexities of Sri Lankan social context with 
gender as a central category. To follow Bourdieu, the Sri Lankan social 
context contains a range of different fields, for example health, banking 
and education. Each field is maintained by its own habitus such as 
different human resources practices and hierarchies. Each actor inherits 
beliefs and understandings by collective histories. These histories are 
enacted by the visual agent and embedded as part of life. Agents are born 
into a particular context in terms of gender, male or female and ethnicity, 
Sinhalese, Tamil or Muslim, and they relate with the particular social field. 
In a Bourdieuian sense, in the health and banking fields professional and 
managerial women‟s narratives reflect eastern (Sri Lankan) gender 
habitus, particularly gender practices as a practice of classification.  
As in the Kabyle society, the sample mothers‟ narratives show that gender 
is embodied in every agent‟s habitus and is constructed early in life, for 
example Rani‟s daughter‟s (advanced level student/ Sinhalese/19) 
explanation about her own career (see section 5.4). These habituses are 
legitimised in a field and within this field habitus operates as a legitimised 
practice. Legitimised practices contain various patriarchal characteristics 
and gender division of labour and reflect gender injustice. The state as a 
field always has a direct involvement with this process. The state has 
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legitimised power/capital over different fields and agents in other fields 
interact, positively or negatively, with the state. Finally, official recognition 
is achieved by state laws, education and religious institutions. 
Interestingly, habitus reformulates in accordance with changes of agents 
and the objective conditions and thus new policies emerge as for the new 
habitus. In Sri Lanka, the state has made different amendments to the 
maternity leave policy since 1981 such as extending leave from 12 weeks 
to 252 working days. 
In a similar way, each organisation has its own culture, based on its 
knowledge and beliefs. These are determined by the most significant 
people in each field and, in effect, differences in understandings and 
orientations lead to constructing different habitus, particularly different 
gender relations. As a result, different fields develop different habitus and 
this will lead to different actions and practices. For example, the health 
sector runs with a more flexible and a less male-oriented environment than 
the banks. Moreover, health professionals have more children in their 
households and experienced friendly but traditional domestic division of 
labour compared to bankers (see section 5.5). Moreover, habitus reflects 
its culture. Thus habitus is a good tool to explain why organisations 
function in different ways although they come under the same set of state 
policies, such as working hours, transfer and leave arrangements. 
The concept of gendered moral rationality which emerged from the key 
participants‟ life stories is therefore extended by the key concepts of 
Bourdieu‟s theory of practice. Habitus and field help to understand how 
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historically developed constructs constantly exist or reproduce and how 
they change in a particular context. Moreover, habitus is a good tool not 
only to analyse the societal level but also to understand individual (mother) 
and organisational (health/bank sector) level practices. Therefore habitus 
and field allow us to understand how social context becomes gender and 
how these practices are sustained in a field. Further Bourdieuian concepts 
show why different sectors (fields) maintain different practices (habitus). In 
addition, capital allows us to understand how women are oppressed by 
male domination in a particular society.  
7.4  Implications for research  
The study has established that there is noticeable lack of research about 
combining motherhood and employment in Sri Lanka. Without doubt, in 
this global economic village, rapid changes occur in labour markets and 
state policies and these have direct influence on the varying patterns of 
family structures. As a result, existing research on work and family can 
become outdated. In this regard, this research has wider implications for 
theory and practice  
7.4.1  Implications for theory  
The present study makes a considerable contribution to the specific body 
of knowledge on the gendered moral rationality of combining mothering 
with employment, as well as to the wider body of knowledge on work and 
family research. These contributions can be understood in three 
substantive ways. First, the research expands the existing theory of 
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combining motherhood and employment; secondly, it widens the 
geographical scope of the literature of motherhood and employment and, 
finally, it makes a methodological development by using key concepts from 
Bourdieu to establish guidelines for a new framework of motherhood and 
employment.  
7.4.1.1  Theoretical framework for combining motherhood and employment  
In exploring the motherhood and employment practices and values 
principles of mothers of dual-earner couples, this research expands the 
existing theoretical framework. Clearly, the study revealed that individual 
gender identity, gendered moral rationality and gendered institutional 
policies and practices are decisive constructs for understanding mothers‟ 
decisions about combining motherhood and employment responsibilities. 
Evidence is apparent throughout Chapters 5 and 6 and through it we can 
understand how mothers grasp socially and culturally available constraints  
and opportunities so as to fulfil their major life-domains. The present study 
also explores the positive and negative outcomes of combining 
motherhood and employment. Using Bourdieu‟s key concepts, this tells us 
that these constraints and opportunities are ultimately played out as a 
gendered construct.  
Consequently, the research confirms that gender is a central component to 
consider in analysing the issues around work and family life. These gender 
arrangements vary, as do the individual values. Nonetheless, such gender 
relations are closely associated with the traditionally patterned value 
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systems, even if some change has occurred, for example Mala and her 
mother‟s understandings and experiences of employment and 
motherhood. Overall, society still expects women‟s duties from women‟s 
hands and, in effect, free choice is only a dream as far as women are 
concerned, at least in the Sri Lankan context.  
This research clearly challenges the concept of free choice in Hakim‟s 
individualised preference theory. First, women are not self-determining 
individuals, rather their family and employment decisions are largely 
shaped by the social and cultural constraints which surround them (see 
Chapters 5 and 6). Second, economic necessity and social isolation lead 
women to seek paid work. Thus women wanted to maintain family and 
employment in a satisfactory balance although (as key respondents 
believe – see Chapter 5) they are in fact unable to do so. Third, it is not 
simply different women who show different „career and family orientations‟ 
but also any individual woman at different stages of life. For example, all 
the interviewees had strong career orientations when they were younger 
(aged 25-40) although they had younger children (0-5). In contrast, once 
mothers reach middle age (40-55), with older children (aged 15-25), they 
believe that mothers are the key person responsible for their children and 
they therefore put all their efforts into their children‟s future (see section 
6.2). Consequently this research gives an answer to preference theory‟s 
question of why different women display different „career and family 
orientations‟. This research suggests that the ages of mothers‟ and their 
children distinguish different patterns of „career and family orientations‟. 
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Moreover, the sample mothers‟ different orientations on work and family 
can be a result of change in gender and generational relations, this is 
because some mothers were born in 1950-1960 and some were in early 
1980.  
This study did confirm Walby‟s (1989) explanations of private and public 
patriarchy which function in the home and the workplace. Also, a 
patriarchal mode of production, patriarchal relations in waged labour and 
patriarchy in the state(1) are apparent in Sri Lankan society (see Chapters 
5 and 6). These are created by stereotyped and separate gender roles 
which males and females are expected to play in a given place. As Walby 
(1989) described, these structures are interconnected and mutually 
supporting in developing another structure. Here the main challenge is that 
all these patriarchal structures are the results of prevailing culture. Culture 
dominates the social context and, accordingly, power relations (capital) 
create different structures. However, the data failed to identify a single 
system of patriarchy due to religious and ethnic pluralism in the country 
but rather found different degrees of patriarchal structures. 
As shown in Chapter 2, this study repeatedly showed the importance of 
social structures and particularly the embedded socio-cultural constraints 
which enhance shaping and reshaping the decision of mothers on work 
and family life. This study disclosed how different structural constraints 
and occupation structures restrict and reshape mothers‟ decisions. 
Therefore it is evident that different structural constraints and occupation 
structures are decisive. However, social structures or institutions are too 
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limited and deterministic for analysis and explanation of how mothers 
make decisions on labour market participation and family responsibilities.  
Another influential suggestion from this research is particularly, as 
Chapters 5 and 6 showed, the importance of „culture‟ for theorising gender 
relations and mothers‟ agency. Pfau-Effinger‟s (1998) wider socio-cultural 
model does address more of these concerns and parallels my own work. 
Therefore, this study confirmed her idea of „gender contract‟ and increased 
importance for the country of „working motherhood‟ and the „dual-earner‟ 
couple model as a cultural construction. The sample mothers and their  
husbands both take the role of economic provider and protector of the 
family, therefore the modernised version of the dual-breadwinner/dual-
carer model is apparent in Sri Lanka. The study also showed, as Pfau-
Effinger‟s (1998) acknowledged, the relationship of the state policies and 
mothers‟ decision in combining motherhood and employment (see section 
5.2.1).  
In this way, the study highlighted how these mothers struggle on the one 
hand due to existing state bureaucracy and on the other to cultural 
constraints and institutional hierarchies. For example, these mothers faced 
many difficulties because of women (un)friendly maternity policy, transfer 
policy, lack of childcare facilities and gendered human resources policies 
(see Chapter 5). Confirming Pfau-Effinger‟s (1998) and Duncan‟s (2005) 
studies, this research also showed that the economic factor does not 
always act as central to mothers‟ decisions but that cultural norms of 
motherhood roles function as a key explanation of mothers‟ behaviour. 
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Also, most of the economic and labour market models are less valid for 
today as there is an erosion of the male breadwinner model and positive 
response of the carer-career model. 
Further, this research suggests the importance of „values and gendered 
identities‟ and „cultural context‟ and mothers act according to the 
established social and biological experiences learnt throughout their life. In 
this way, this research disclosed that norms and values are at the heart of 
social relations and they are linked to the social context. This study 
accepts that „western‟ ideas of socially negotiated and culturally patterned 
„gendered moral rationalities‟ can also explain „eastern‟ mothers‟ decisions 
about combining mothering with employment. Therefore the concept of 
„gendered moral rationalities‟ provides me with a way of explaining this 
complex social process, mothers‟ decision on combining motherhood and 
employment in Sri Lanka. However, going further, the current study 
showed that mothers have varying degrees of „gendered moral 
rationalities‟ according to their age and their occupation and, furthermore, 
mothers change their „gendered moral rationalities‟ according to their 
husbands‟ „gendered identity‟. Therefore the concept of gendered moral 
rationality is inadequate to understand mothers‟ changing patterns of 
gender identities, husbands‟ gender identities and workplace experiences.  
Confirming Irwin (2005), this study showed family life changes are part of 
the prevailing norms and values. For example, the description by Mala‟s 
(bank manager/Tamil/30) mother (a retired school teacher/80) of different 
experiences between her time and Mala‟s regarding values, opportunities 
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and constraints in the home and workplace environment. Thus this 
showed that there is a considerable autonomy for these mothers and 
support from their husbands in contrast to the older generation. Although 
new generation women are free from the historical constraints, they are 
again constrained and enabled by different constraints and resources 
around them. It is evident that new kinds of decisions and actions are 
placed among these mothers. Particularly, the new motivations and 
understandings are encouraged (see Chapters 4 and 5). In addition, my 
own work parallels Irwin‟s (2005, 2008) emphasis on „mutuality‟ for 
broader social explanations. In this way, mothers‟ decisions on combining 
motherhood and employment can be better conceptualised while meshing 
individual level experiences (key respondents) and macro level structural 
processes (state owned health and banking sector).  
So far, this research confirmed, through Chapters 5 and 6, firstly the 
relationship of „diverse social structures‟, gender inequalities at home and 
workplace and mothers‟ agency; secondly the link between the „state 
intervention‟ and mothers‟ behaviour regarding family and labour market; 
and thirdly the articulation of „cultural context‟ and „gendered identity‟ 
regarding mothers‟ understanding on childcaring and paid work. Finally, 
this study stressed that all these conceptual approaches are key areas of 
mothers‟ decisions. In this way, this research has filled the important 
research gap and suggests that it is essential to grasp socially and 
culturally patterned mothers‟ own gendered identities and opportunities 
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and constraints within their social contexts for conceptualising the 
combining of motherhood and employment.  
Still these conceptualisations are rather descriptive and this thesis 
therefore misses out a lot of what was revealed. For example, the sample 
mothers‟ understanding on gendered moral rationality in combining 
mothering with employment is not a constant construct but changes 
according to their husbands‟ gender identity (see section 6.6.3). There is 
therefore a need for a new way of constructing theory to understand how 
these cultures arise and are maintained. This can be further enhanced by 
the key concepts of Bourdieu‟s theory of practice. In this way, habitus and 
field help understanding of how historically developed constructs, norms 
and understandings constantly exist or are reshaped and how they alter or 
change according to power relations in a particular context. In addition, 
capital (cultural and social) shows how mothers are oppressed by male 
domination in the home and workplace. Furthermore, employing 
Bourdieu‟s key concepts of habitus, field and capital showed how social 
context becomes gender, how capital (cultural and social) maintains 
gender inequality and how these practices are sustained in a field. 
Moreover, this demonstrated why different sectors (fields) maintain 
different practices (habitus) even in the same social context (see section 
5.5 also 7.4). 
To summarise this process, a different field has a different habitus. Each 
field struggles for capital. Capital decides winner and loser or domination 
and submission. Habitus has embedded practices. Implicit practices shape 
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the way a human speaks, views and acts. These are gendered constructs. 
Subconsciously, these gender practices become naturalised. Naturalised 
gender practices structure state policies. Gendered state policies reshape 
and legitimise human behaviour. In doing so, human agency become 
gendered. The gendered nature of social context is evident in why and 
how mothers take gendered decisions in relation to their mothering and 
employment responsibilities.  
7.4.1.2  Geographical contribution 
 Mostly, work-family research has been developed in the context of 
Western Europe and North America. The research topic of mothers‟ 
combining employment and mothering is also a social and political issue. 
Sri Lanka has not shown interest in it as either a research or a political 
matter. In this way, therefore, this study represents an attempt, or at least 
a beginning, to place this topic, and the wider issues of gender relations 
and gender inequalities, on the policy and political agenda in Sri Lanka. 
Also, it was uncertain to what extent western-focused theories are 
applicable in an eastern context. In tackling the gap, this research has 
revealed which western centred work-family conceptualisations are better 
able to explain different patterns of combining motherhood and 
employment practices in Sri Lanka.  
Equally, as work-family balance is a universal issue, in using western 
theories this study has tested the questions of how, why and what in a 
specific geographical context. This research has expanded the 
geographical scope of the literature of combining motherhood and 
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employment. This theoretical framework can also apply to any cultural 
context, as the study incorporates two major constructs which will be 
visible in any given society: gender identities and gendered public and 
private structures. 
7.4.1.3  Methodological implications 
The relationship of core- and sub-categories which emerged through the 
thematic analysis, drawing on ideas of gendered moral rationality, was 
further enhanced by concepts of habitus, field and capital (see section 
7.4). Ostrow also saw the similarities of Bourdieu and a grounded theory 
approach and suggests that (Ostrow, 2000:305),  
“The real brilliance of his [Bourdieu] text is showing how historically 
developed social formations are grounded in the functional 
meanings and rhythms of everyday life”. 
 Ostrow suggests that use of a grounded theory approach combined with 
Bourdieu‟s key concepts provides a better understanding of the 
relationship between practices and structures in a social context. For 
example, by using the concept of habitus, field and capital, I could better 
explain how and why the key areas of mothers‟ decisions, „gender 
moralities, identities and responsibilities, structural and cultural 
constraints‟, were interlinked. In this way, I introduced a „missing 
component‟ to explain how different cultures arise and are maintained. 
This reconciliation showed why different mothers believe different 
ideologies in their decisions and how mothers alter their decisions as for 
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access to resources. In this way, a researcher is able to offer innovative 
and pragmatic conceptualisation.  
7.4.2  Implications for practice   
While examining mothers‟ combination of motherhood and employment in 
the health and banking sectors in Sri Lanka, this study assessed the major 
constraints and opportunities facing the interviewees, both at family and 
organisation levels. The mothers were forced into a disadvantaged 
position although they were qualified to advance further. The mothers thus 
stagnated in their career position. This was particularly marked in the 
banking sector as a „masculine‟ organisation, although less so in the 
health sector (see Chapter 6). This negative interplay of combining 
motherhood and employment is evident in the interviewees‟ accounts as 
presented in Chapters 5 and 6. 
However, this study showed how banking and health organisations show 
both negative attention and low take-up rate on work-life balance 
practices, although women have made rapid progress in educational 
attainment and have entered the labour force at a faster rate than men. 
Organisational practices are still based on a more traditional „male-model, 
ideal worker‟ approach and all the rules and practices are implemented in 
favour of men‟s interest. Also, available policies aim at reducing casual 
absence and increasing morale, work commitment and productivity rather 
than providing facilities (see Chapter 5).   
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Moreover, organisational effectiveness mainly depends on human capital, 
therefore it is an organisation‟s responsibility to establish and maintain 
better human resources practices and organisational culture, such as 
family-friendly initiatives for their employees to have a satisfying life. If not, 
many or perhaps most of their employees will have negative experiences 
especially given the rising levels of women‟s employment. Women are as 
career oriented as men but due to an unsupportive work environment, 
career women are a rare phenomenon and hence organisations lose their 
human capital without employing it correctly. At the same time family life is 
weakened. Here gender acts as a fundamental factor for constructing 
family relations and then to workplace. As for the Global Gender Gap 
Report (The World Economic Forum, 2009:29), 
“The most important determinant of a country‟s competitiveness is 
its human talent - the skills, education and productivity of its 
workforce - and women account for one-half of the potential talent 
base throughout the world. Over time, therefore, a nation‟s 
competitiveness depends significantly on whether and how it 
educates and utilizes its female talent. To maximize its 
competitiveness and development potential, each country should 
strive for gender equality - that is, to give women the same rights, 
responsibilities and opportunities as men”.  
Thus, organisational family-friendly practices and policies should have a 
better fit between organisational goals as well as individual values. Policy 
should concentrate on work-family balance, gender equality and must be 
anti-discrimination and improve trust between employer and employee (cf. 
Lewis and Lewis, 1996; Harker, 1996). As these organisations in health 
and banking operate with different cultures, hierarchies and structures, 
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they need different human resource management guidelines as 
appropriate solutions for the organisation and individuals. This research 
has supported this by providing required information, such as different 
recruitment and promotion criteria which are needed to develop different 
practices and policies to promote their employees‟ quality of life. Further 
work-family policy needs to give attention to promoting mothers‟ 
employment and children‟s early learning while investing in human capital 
policy should secure mothers‟ future careers. Thus this leads on to policy 
issues.  
7.4.3  Implications for policy development  
This research has demonstrated how gender ideologies and external 
constraints such as state intervention limit the reconciliation of motherhood 
and employment. How mothers‟ decisions on higher education and career 
advancement are shaped by the state policies is evident throughout 
Chapter 5. In Sri Lanka, the state has made many amendments to the 
maternity leave policy (Sri Lanka Government, 1981, 1985, 2004, 2005), 
such as extending leave from 12 weeks to 252 working days. However, 
the only available state policy which is aimed at working mothers in Sri 
Lanka is also a heavily gendered approach, positioning mothers as carers.  
In addition, the old policy (Sri Lanka Government, 1985) which was 
applied to most mothers (except Sasha and Mala) in this sample limits the 
number of children in a family; for example, although parents expect to 
have more children (for example, Leela and Nilu‟s description on the 
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number of children, see section 5.2.1.1) they purposefully limit themselves 
to two due to the problem of caring for children, particularly the maternity 
leave policy. This is because the old policy offered full protection (84 
working days) for the first two births, just half for the third birth (42 working 
days) and there was no leave provision for subsequent births other than 
the medical (sick) leave.  
In contrast, the current maternity leave policy (Sri Lanka Government, 
2005) offers full protection with 252 working days (full pay, half pay and no 
pay) for every birth. However, professional mothers and their husbands 
also believe that a long time taken off can be harmful to women‟s careers 
although the new maternity leave policy gives them a strong protection. 
Thus these mothers believe that current policy is not applicable to 
professionals and managers but suitable for lower level working mothers 
(see section 5.2.1.1). Another limitation of the policy is that it focuses only 
on the importance of maternity leave and care for the newly born or very 
young children (under one year) rather than considering caring work with 
younger children (aged 1-15) (see Chapter 4 for details).  
Sri Lanka is one of the two Asian countries which continue to be in the top 
20 for global gender equality (ranked 16th and Philippines ranked 9th) and 
is close to having gender equality in education and health outcomes (The 
World Economic Forum, 2009). This ranking implies that Sri Lanka 
performs almost as well as western developed countries, like Sweden 
(4th), Norway (2nd) and the UK (15th). But as shown in Chapters 5 and 6, 
the interviewees were highly disadvantaged, in practice, compared to their 
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husbands. While ultimately dependent on gendered expectations about 
caring responsibilities, the mothers‟ stories also identify how state policy 
was unable to ameliorate this inequality.  Indeed, in some respects it 
exacerbated them. There was little overt state intervention on work-family 
issues such as the „baby feeding hour‟ (see section 5.2.1.1). But leave 
policy did not help many of the mothers. Thus, it is time to think again 
about the drawbacks of the traditional maternity leave scheme and 
develop a work-life policy as appropriate to the contemporary Sri Lankan 
context. In this way, two policy spheres, „parental and paternity leave‟ and 
„childcare‟, can be addressed in the Sri Lankan context. 
The Swedish gender egalitarian ideals and a generous parental leave 
which support a dual earner/carer citizen model is a good example for 
mothers as gendered workers for Sri Lanka to take up as a policy 
appropriate to the context. This research also supports the following idea 
in the official publication Women and Men in Sweden (World Facts and 
Figures, 2004:7),  
“The concepts of masculine and feminine are social constructions, 
which mean that gender patterns are the results of upbringing, 
culture, the economic framework, power structures and political 
ideology. Gender patterns are formed and maintained, both at the 
personal and at the level of society. This is why the Swedish 
government has decided that work on gender equality should have 
a feminist focus that consciously tackles this structure”.  
Further, the Swedish Government considers that all policies, economic, 
education, family and labour market policy together shape or produce 
gender equality (World Facts and Figures, 2004). The Swedish approach 
333 
 
sees men and women as vital players for achieving economic growth. This 
gives the idea that the Swedish government has identified the structural 
barriers which women could face in their paid employment and in their 
homes. Sweden‟s parental act explicitly targeted the need for combining 
motherhood and employment and provision of affordable childcare 
facilities (Leon, 2009). Similarly, the concept of „equal opportunities at 
work‟ has been a vital constituent for EU policy debates.   
These aspirations are comparable with those in the Sri Lanka Millennium 
Development Goals Report (Government of Sri Lanka, 2005) which had 
targets such as mainstreaming gender issues for development 
programmes, minimising the gender gap and empowering women to 
challenge inequalities. Nonetheless Sri Lankan policy makers still do not 
consider men as active carers and undervalue the father‟s responsibility 
towards the newborn baby or very young children. They understand 
mothers as natural carers. Thus there is no provision for implementation of 
even a minimum level of shared parental leave or father‟s leave. 
Consequently, fathers have to use other, casual (non-medical) leave, for 
childbirth or any activity related to the child. However, the fathers of this 
sample clearly showed their willingness to be involved in active caring 
work when they get time. Mothers also appreciated the desire of their 
husbands to be active carers and both understand that they are 
responsible for caring work.  
In this regard, the European Council recommendations on work-family 
reconciliation policies provide a good endorsement for Sri Lanka. This 
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recommendations covered „childcare‟ needs and addressed men as 
fathers (Lewis, 2009). The European Council proposed four key areas: 
childcare services, leave for employed parents, family-friendly policies at 
workplaces and measures to promote the increased participation by men 
in the care and upbringing of children (CEU, 1992). However, Sri Lankan 
society encourages mothers to look after children and to stay out of 
employment. On the other hand, financial pressures encourage women to 
go into paid employment. Therefore the government needs to intervene 
strongly to advance people‟s attitudes.  
No doubt the „good mother‟ and „ideal worker‟ norms always conflicted with 
each other. This research has confirmed that there is a contradictory 
relationship between childcare and mothers‟ employment; particularly for 
career advancement and in effect the „care gap‟ is not iceable (see section 
4.4). As a better solution, the Swedish approach shows that women‟s 
labour market participation has increased as a result of providing 
affordable and accessible caring provision for children (and also for the 
elderly) (Leon, 2009). All respondents in the sample supported state 
supply of childcare, if it could provide trustworthy and high quality facilities 
for their children. The cost of childcare is not the major issue for middle 
class professional and managerial mothers, rather they are more 
concerned about the child‟s security and psychological development.  
Thus, the policy implementation should be administered by the state. As in 
Sweden, this could be established under the direct supervision of the Sri 
Lankan Ministry of Education. As a starting point, it can be implemented 
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only for children of 1-5 years. The government maintained childcare 
centres (or pre-schools) can socialise children while providing an early 
childhood educational environment. This can be achieved by staffing them 
with qualified pre-school teachers and nursery nurses. The widespread 
idea is that most child caring jobs are segregated as women‟s jobs in 
almost all countries. This will be a good policy suggestion for Sri Lanka. 
The recent statistics for the third quarter of 2009 in Sri Lanka Labour 
survey (Sri Lanka Government, 2009) and women in progress (Sri Lanka 
Government, 2007) show that the highest unemployment rate, 27%, was 
recorded for young women aged between 15 and 25 (nearly 70% of 
women in this age group are economically inactive), although they had 
gained the General Certificate of Education (Advanced Level).  
Therefore this will be a good social, economic and political agenda for Sri 
Lanka to introduce new job positions to target the severely economically 
inactive group in the country. As in Sweden, linking together economic, 
education, family and labour market policies (gender mainstreaming) can 
enhance the situation. In addition, higher education institutions, such as 
state universities, vocational training centres and technical colleges, can 
provide necessary training facilities and national vocational qualifications 
in the relevant areas, for example nursery nurses and pre-school teachers, 
where society has identified these as women‟s jobs (see Chapter 4).  
The state is the better key player for addressing key social issues. This 
can start by introducing a new parental policy which can involve sharing by 
both parents. This flexibility allows parents to use parental leave equally 
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between them. Also, parents have the opportunity to negotiate their 
employment career and, accordingly, a low salaried parent can apply for 
his or her leave which can reduce the economic cost of the child care. In 
practice, in Sweden, women take more parental leave than their husbands 
(Björnberg, 2002). No doubt a similar practice would be visible in the Sri 
Lanka context. However, more flexible dual earner/carer couples can use 
this benefit for their future. In addition, another policy suggestion for Sri 
Lanka is „fathers‟ leave‟ which is not available at present but a timely 
requirement. This can initially start as „daddy days‟, providing at least 3-5 
working days‟ after the childbirth as a parallel to maternity leave.  
In most developed countries, a common form of labour market 
participation for mothers with younger children is part-time jobs. At 
present, many European countries implement family-friendly strategies, 
based on home-work part-time and flexible work arrangements to improve 
mothers‟ employability and to provide better reconciliation of work and 
family. However, the major criticism is that women are cementing inferior 
positions and „women‟s roles‟. Therefore, they are maybe not good role 
models, unless introduced in a certain way, for example the same work 
conditions as full-time jobs.  
Some policies are not practical due to economic impossibility for the 
country. For example, introduction of part-time and flexible work 
arrangements is not possible as it needs initial capital for drastic structural 
change in the labour market. On the other hand, as this is a concept new 
to Sri Lanka, employers as well as employees will not be ready to take it 
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up or they may be confused about the possibility of part-time jobs. Also, it 
is very important to understand that all these ideologies are heavily rooted 
in the Sri Lankan context, therefore it is not an easy task to import different 
practices from one society to another. However, a „long part-time Swedish 
model‟ which follows the same work conditions as full-time jobs will be a 
good policy suggestion for Sri Lanka to introduce. In this way mothers are 
allow to leave 2 hours earlier than their colleagues and work averages 
over 30 hours per week (Björnberg, 2002). This policy, „short full-time 
policy‟, could be implemented in parallel to „baby feeding hour‟ and may 
extend up until child is one year old (see section 4.2.1.1).  
Finally, the gendered nature of organisations is an important tool for 
handling policy measures. Once gender equal strategies develop, it is 
important to observe women‟s behavioural patterns in the labour market. 
Another implication for the policy is that policy makers should have proper 
social dialogue about organisation cultures and public support for 
traditional gender beliefs versus work-family balance. However, work-life 
reconciliation and gender equality should be the main themes of any work-
life policy. In other words, the achievement of work-family balance means 
the achievement of gender equality. Consequently, employers can expect 
high morale, good corporate image, low absenteeism and, finally, better 
services or production from their valuable employees.  
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7.5  Limitations and further research 
The present research has firstly, provided new empirical information about 
Sri Lanka; secondly, assessed western conceptualisations in an eastern 
context; thirdly, extended the conceptualisation of mothers‟ combination of 
motherhood and employment; and, finally, developed a practical 
methodology for understanding the combining of motherhood and 
employment. However, as with any study, there are limitations resulting 
from constraints of both time and resources, as well as conceptual and 
methodological lacunae which inevitably became apparent only as the 
research unfolded.   
The present study largely weighted on gender matters. However, the 
research identified that there are increasing inequalities related to social 
class and also suggested that mothers‟ decisions are reshaped by gender 
and class understandings which prevail in the particular social context. 
Class is an important constituent in exploring this problem and there is a 
lack of research on this area and this situation influence in Sri Lanka in 
order to give adequate attention to the women population in the labour 
market. In addition, this research suggested that different (middle class 
professional and managerial) mothers take their decisions differently. 
Based on this argument, it can be expected that mothers of different social 
classes are more likely to take different decisions as they believe what is 
„right and proper‟.  
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This study, however, represented only middle class mothers and it is thus 
too early to provide policy suggestions for all the working women 
population who constitute one third (36%) of the labour market. 
Furthermore, in this one third, just 52% represent women professionals 
and managers and the others are employed as clerks, elementary workers 
and agricultural workers. The differences between lower-level occupation 
mothers‟ and professionals and managerial mothers‟ work-family decisions 
may be substantial. Therefore the research on working class mothers‟ 
decision on combining motherhood and employment is crucial.  
As the sample size is small (in total 23), this intensive research only allows 
theoretical generalisation (see Chapter 3). Thus it can be proposed that an 
extended research strategy would be more effective for policy 
improvements and for further developments, as in the country‟s Millennium 
Development Goal Report (2005). In this regard macro level quantitative 
and micro level qualitative investigation will provide a better solution to the 
issue, particularly for policy improvements. In quantitative research, „family 
processes and social actions‟ are opaque but broader social patterns are 
clear. In contrast, micro level qualitative research offers different 
understandings and beliefs of people but broader patterns are of a black 
box. However, these broader social patterns show where the researcher 
needs to gain more qualitative evidence. For example, if a representational 
survey result show the correlates of mothers‟ career advancement and 
current maternity policy in Sri Lanka, it would be useful to address this 
issue as a micro level qualitative inquiry for policy suggestions. Therefore 
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this suggests the importance of bringing together quantitative and 
qualitative evidence to enhance better explanation (Irwin, 2009).  
However, from the start to the end of this study, the dearth of information 
and statistics was identified as an unavoidable problem. For example, 
employment rates for mothers or return to employment, for mothers with 
younger or older children and for all mothers in Sri Lanka are not 
measured statistically. Consequently, some of the explanations and 
analyses became too limited and narrow. This severe limitation forces any 
researcher to create a wrong picture which can impact badly on policy 
decisions and thus it is also a timely requirement to measure necessary 
data adequately. The British Social Attitude Survey (The National Centre 
for Social Research, 2010) is one of the good examples for Sri Lanka to 
implement annually in parallel to the Sri Lanka Annual Labour Survey (Sri 
Lanka Government). The attitude survey can include the dynamics of 
attitude change, attitudes to non-traditional family patterns, attitudes 
towards longer working lives and religious faith and contemporary 
attitudes. The attitude survey is constructed to measure people‟s attitude 
changes in social, economic, political and moral terms and it also informs 
the policy developments.   
Finally, this study leads to the suggestion that a cross-national comparison 
method, for example Sri Lanka as a south Asian country, Sri Lanka can be 
compared with the other south Asian countries, (South Asian Association 
for Regional Cooperation counties) Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Pakistan, 
Maldives and Nepal, is a promising strategy to analyse these questions 
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more explicitly, as they reflect a universal problem. Although these are 
subcontinents of Asia, there can be many variations between each country 
for example mothers may understand various social identities and religious 
beliefs as „right and proper‟ for their decision on combining motherhood 
and employment. Therefore to tackle this complex social issue, the 
present theoretical framework of the research could be proposed for the 
better conceptualisation of cross-national analysis in combining 
motherhood and employment.  
In order to analyse working mothers‟ decisions in combining motherhood 
and employment, I suggest that the use of theoretical concepts which 
emerged in this research: firstly, gender identities and responsibilities, 
secondly, cultural and structural constraints and opportunities and finally 
state institutions and labour market behaviours in a given social context. In 
addition, each of these concepts may vary in terms of the social actors in a 
particular social context. Therefore, I proposed in order to explain the 
issue better, that the suggested research needs to bring together 
quantitative and qualitative evidence. In this way, cross-national 
differences of mothers‟ decisions on combining motherhood and 
employment can be better understood by meshing micro level individual 
experiences, „mothers‟ identities‟ and macro level structural processes, 
„state policies‟, „labour markets‟ and „cultural institutions‟. Thus this 
investigation would produce important results for the future policy 
developments in the region.  
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Notes 
1. Due to constraints of time and resources this research has 
examined only three patriarchal structures out of six, as explained 
by Walby (1989), a patriarchal mode of production, patriarchal 
relations in waged labour and patriarchy in the state (p.321).  
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Appendix A 
Structured interview schedule for working mothers  
I am Thilakshi Kodagoda, a senior lecturer in the University of Colombo. At 
present I am undertaking doctoral research on mothers‟ employment and 
the work-life balance. As you know, I am a friend of XXX and she 
introduced you as a relevant respondent to my research. The aim of the 
research is to examine how professional and managerial women combine 
motherhood with paid work, how they find the balance between 
employment and family work and how they understand combining 
motherhood with paid work. 
I would like to ask you for some personal information about your 
experiences and understandings on childhood, education, employment 
and motherhood.  
Is that acceptable to you? 
This interview will take about one hour. However, time is flexible and it is 
entirely up to you how long it lasts. 
 Is that acceptable to you? 
I will use your information only for the purpose of this research and maybe 
subsequently in related publications. I will also ensure that there will be no 
means of identifying you individually so that the information will remain 
completely confidential and anonymous. Thus pseudonyms will be used 
and your real name will not appear in any quoted material. 
Is that acceptable to you? 
Then I start asking questions. 
 1). Your profession 
2). Your level of employment: Top/ middle/ lower  
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3).Your marital status: Single/ married/ divorced/ widowed/separated  
4).Who do you live with: with husband/ without husband/ with parents/ with 
friend/with children 
5).Your level of education: Diploma/ degree/ postgraduate degree/ other 
6). Number of dependants: 
Number of children/ Age of your children/ Ways of childcare 
7). Your age 
8). Your religion 
9). Your ethnic group 
Thank you very much for taking part of this research. 
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Appendix B 
Semi-structured interview schedule for working mothers 
I would like to ask you for some personal information about your 
experiences and understandings on childhood, education, employment 
and motherhood.  
Is that acceptable to you? 
I will use your information only for the purpose of this research and maybe 
subsequently in related publications. I will also ensure that there will be no 
means of identifying you individually so that the information will remain 
completely confidential and anonymous. Thus pseudonyms will be used 
and your real name will not appear in any quoted material. 
Is that acceptable to you? 
Then I start asking open-ended questions. 
1). Can you explain about your education history? 
2). Who inspired you to go on to higher education? 
3). Why did you take a degree in medicine/social science? 
4). Who helped you to obtain a degree? 
5). How did you apply for your current post? 
6). Was there any influence to do this job? 
7). Is this your first job?  
8). Do you like this job? Why? 
9). How long have you been in this post? 
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10). Can you explain about your job hierarchy?  
11). What are the main responsibilities? 
12). What are the privileges in this job? 
13). What impact does your home have on your work life? 
14). Does your family life interfere with your work life?  
15). Is your superior flexible when it comes to responding to your work-
family needs? 
16). Does your company has high quality programs for mothers who have 
to care for children and elders? 
17). Do you take leave? Why? 
18). How often do you take unpaid leave? Why? 
19). Do you arrive late at work? Why? 
20). To what extent can you complete your work-related activities during 
your working hours? 
21). Are you given entirely too much work?  
22). Is there pressure at the end of the working day? 
23). What do you think about your work efficiency? 
24). Are you willing to work after office hours? 
25). Are you willing to work at weekends? 
26). Can you have good home life and still get ahead in your company? 
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27). How often do you get promotions and salary increments compared to 
others? 
28) Are you in the training process?    
29). Do you attend seminars and face exams? 
30). Do you maintain a good relationship with your office members?  
31). What impact does your work have on your home life? 
32). Does your work life interfere with your family life? 
33). How do you look after your children when they are sick? 
34). How do you help your children with their studies? 
35). How do you spend time with your children / listen to them / be with 
them? 
36). Do you look after elders? 
37). How do you look into your husband‟s needs? 
38). How do you spend time with your husband? 
39). Do you enjoy being with your family members? 
40). Do you take leave to attend family-related activities? 
41). Do you feel satisfied about being a good mother and good wife? 
42). Do you have concern about yourself / your health / personal needs?  
43). Do you have time to spend with your friends? 
44). Do you think household is under control? 
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45). How do you prepare meals, do washing, gardening and other home 
related activities? 
46). Do your family duties make you tired? 
47). Do you feel short of time for home related activities? 
48). Who does childcare? 
49). What is your attitude towards private childcare? 
50). Is there a sharing culture at home? 
51). What is your attitude towards traditional motherhood? 
52). What is your attitude towards working motherhood? 
53). What is your social, cultural and religious attitude towards traditional 
motherhood and working motherhood? 
54). Are there any religious ideologies impacted on motherhood and 
employment? 
55). What are your attitudes towards state policies, maternity leave, 
transfer policy? 
56). What is your family transport arrangement? 
57). Have you any suggestions for policy improvements concerning the 
following: Maternity leave, parental leave, paternity leave, childcare, 
family-friendly work arrangements? 
Thank you very much for taking part of this research. 
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Appendix C 
Semi-structured interview schedule for working mothers' husbands or 
family members 
I am Thilakshi Kodagoda, a senior lecturer in the University of Colombo. At 
present I am doing doctoral research on working mothers‟ work-family 
balance. I am a friend of XXX and she introduced your wife as an 
appropriate respondent for my research. The aim of the research is to 
examine how professional and managerial women combine motherhood 
with paid work, how they find the balance between employment and family 
work and how they understand combining motherhood with paid work. 
I would like to ask you some personal information about your experiences 
and understandings on education, employment and family duties.  
Is that acceptable to you? 
This interview will take about one hour. However, time is flexible and it is 
entirely up to you how long it lasts. 
 Is that acceptable to you? 
I will use your information only for the purpose of this research and maybe 
subsequently in related publications. I will also ensure that there will be no 
means of identifying you individually so that the information will remain 
completely confidential and anonymous. Thus pseudonyms will be used 
and your real name will not appear in any quoted material. 
Is that acceptable to you? 
Then I start asking questions. 
1). What kind of impacts does your home life have on your work life? 
2). To what extent does family life interfere with your work life?  
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3). Does your company have high quality programmes for people who 
have to care for children? How do you feel about it? 
3). How do you take leave? / How do you take unpaid leave?    
4). Do you arrive at work late? / If you do, what are the responses of your 
immediate boss and the company? 
5). To what extent can you complete your work-related activities during 
working hours? If not, what are the alternatives? 
6). Who does household work, such as cleaning, washing and cooking? 
7). Does your work life interfere with your family life? 
8). How do you look after your children when they are sick? 
9). How do you help children with their studies? How do you spend time 
with children? Listen to them?  Be with them? 
10). How do you have time to spend with your friends? 
11). How do you think household duties are under control? 
12). How do you prepare meals, do washing, gardening and other home-
related activities? 
13). Do you use high quality electrical equipment? 
14). Do you feel family duties make you tired? 
Thank you very much for taking part of this research. 
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Appendix D 
Structured interview schedule for Directors 
I am Thilakshi Kodagoda, a senior lecturer in the University of Colombo. At 
present I am doing doctoral research on working mothers‟ work-family 
balance. As you know, I am a friend of XXX and she introduced you as a 
relevant respondent for my research. The aim of my research is to 
examine how professional and managerial women combine motherhood 
with paid work, how they find the balance between employment and family 
work and how they understand combining motherhood with paid work. 
I would like to ask you some questions about working mothers in your 
office. 
Is that acceptable to you? 
This interview will take about one hour. However, time is flexible and it is 
entirely up to you.  
Is that acceptable to you? 
I will use your information for this research and sometimes maybe for my 
publication purposes. However, your information will be treated as strictly 
confidential. In addition, pseudonyms will be used and thus your real name 
will be removed from all the quoted material. 
Is that acceptable to you? 
Then I start asking questions. 
1). How often does she take leave? 
2). How often does she take unpaid leave?  
3). How often does she get to work late?  
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4). Is your organisation flexible when it comes to responding to employees‟ 
work-family needs?  
5). Does your company have high quality programmes for people who 
have to care for children and elders? 
6). To what extent can she complete her work-related activities during 
working hours? 
7). What do you think about her work efficiency? 
8). Is she willing to work after office hours? 
9). Is she willing to work at weekends?  
10). Is she capable of getting ahead in your company? 
11). How often does she get promotions and salary increments compared 
to others? 
Thank you very much for taking part of this research. 
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Appendix E 
Grouping of Concepts (categorisation) 
Category Step 1 
 
LEELA          MEENA  
RANI         SEETHA 
NEETHA       MAYA 
SASHA         RITHA  
NILU           MALA 
EXPERIENCES OF MOTHERING WITH WORK 
Sad story 
Bag of grievances   
Annoyance  
Difficulties 
Tension 
Stressed life 
No freedom 
Difficult to balance  
Need patience  
Less frustration 
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Economic provider 
Busy life  
War  
No personal life 
Financially well-off 
No personal care 
PRE-EXISTING MOTHERHOOD PRACTICES 
Support for child education 
Support for finding a good job 
Best things for child 
Religious beliefs and advice 
Financing support 
Support for child marriage  
Childcare experiences from childhood 
Concept of footsteps of mother 
MOTHERHOOD 
Mother and family is interrelated and interdependent concept 
Hard to define  
Motherhood is respectable position 
Inborn ability to child care  
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Unlimited responsibilities 
Emotional attachment to child care  
High concern about child‟s future  
MOTHERHOOD ROLES 
Feeding 
Child rearing  
Role modeller  
Facilities provider 
Parents‟ meeting 
Bed time stories  
Health  
Dress 
Advice  
Moral bond with child 
Love and attention 
First teacher 
DOMESTIC DUTIES 
Washing (husband helps but does not like) 
Cleaning (husband helps but does not like) 
Cooking (husband helps) 
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Shopping (husband helps) 
SOCIETAL TRANSFORMATION 
Attitude change 
State policy changes 
Female labour force participation 
LEAVE SCHEME 
42 working days‟ maternity leave – very old scheme  
84 working days‟ maternity leave – old scheme 
42 working days for third baby – old scheme  
New scheme from 2005 
Flexible feeding hour  
EMPLOYMENT 
Family friendly environment 
Social status (respect) – class  
Give priority to work  
Gender ideologies   
Job segregation  
Religious effects  
Living area 
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CHILDCARE 
No parents‟ support 
Husbands‟ support 
Relatives‟ support 
High cost baby sitter 
Hospital quarters  
Neighbour support 
Less quality childcare centre  
Organisation support 
HIGHER STUDY/CAREER BARRIERS 
Female stereotypes  
Marriage and child care  
Child age 
Ill baby or sickness    
Religious barriers 
WORK SHIFTS 
On-call duty 
Night duty 
Flexible work arrangement  
Standard working hours 8am – 5pm 
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PERCEPTION ABOUT PROFESSION 
Happy 
Proud 
SELF-IDENTIFICATION 
Determined mother 
Career mother  
ENTERTAINMENTS 
Fewer family meetings 
No holiday visits 
STATE POLICY 
Publicly funded child care 
Trained pre-school teacher and baby sitter 
Transfer policy – maximum up to 5 years in one hospital/bank  
FAMILY LIFE 
Friendly relationship  
Not close 
Extended family – Muslim marriage  
Nuclear family  
PATRIARCHY  
Father first person and decision maker 
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Mother respectable person 
Women‟s job – teaching, doctor, nurse 
Male dominated organisation 
Male domination at home 
PRESENT STATUS OF MARRIAGE 
Couple 
Widow 
INDIVIDUAL CHOICES  
Cultural problems 
Security problems 
CHILDCARE CENTRE  
Sick 
TV addict 
Not trustful 
No education development 
Aggressive behaviour  
CHILDREN‟S ATTITUDES TO MOTHER‟S JOB  
Proud about mother‟s job 
Request to leave job 
Both  
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Category Step 2 
 
PRE-EXISTING MOTHERHOOD PRACTICES 
Doing best things for children 
Religious beliefs and advice 
Support for child marriage  
Mother and family interrelated and interdependent concept 
Motherhood respectable position 
EMOTIONALISED MOTHERHOOD PRACTICES 
Unlimited responsibilities for children 
Emotional attachment to child care  
High concern about child‟s future  
Moral bond with child 
Love and attention 
GENDERED MOTHERHOOD PRACTICES 
Child care experiences from childhood 
Inborn ability for childcare  
First teacher 
Health  
Dress 
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Bed time stories  
Advice  
Childcare experiences from childhood 
Concept of footsteps of mother 
Washing (husband helps but does not like) 
Cleaning (husband helps but does not like) 
Cooking (husband helps) 
Parents‟ meeting 
EMPLOYMENT COMMITMENTS AND CAREER DEVELOPMENT 
Family friendly environment (informal) 
Social status (respect) – class  
Give priority to work  
Committed to work  
Job segregation 
Glass ceiling  
Religious effects  
Female stereotypes  
Marriage and child care  
Child age 
On-call duty 
388 
 
Night duty 
Living area 
EFFECTS OF WORK – FAMILY CONFLICTS 
 Sad story 
Bag of grievances   
Annoyance  
Difficulties 
Tension 
Stressed life 
No freedom 
Difficult to balance  
Need patience  
Less frustration 
Economic provider 
Busy life  
War  
No personal life 
Financially well-off 
No personal care 
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CHILDCARE 
Parents‟ support 
Husbands‟ support 
Relatives‟ support 
High cost baby sitter 
Hospital quarters  
Neighbour support 
Less quality childcare centre  
Organisation support 
Sickness 
TV addict 
Not trustworthy 
No education development 
Aggressive behaviour  
Publicly funded child care 
Trained pre-school teacher and baby sitter 
STATE POLICY AND INSTITUTIONAL BARRIERS 
42 working days‟ maternity leave – very old scheme  
84 working days‟ maternity leave – old scheme 
42 working days for third baby – old scheme  
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New scheme from 2005 
Flexible work arrangement  
Standard working hours 8am – 5pm 
Flexible feeding hour  
Transfer policy – maximum up to 5 years in one hospital/bank  
SOCIO-CULTURAL CONSTRAINTS AND OPPORTUNITIES 
Attitudinal change of women education and employment 
State policy changes 
Dual earner family model 
Father first person and decision maker 
Mother respectable person 
Women‟s job – teaching, doctor, nurse 
Male dominated organisation 
Male domination at home 
Fewer family meetings 
No holiday visits 
Friendly relationship  
Not close 
Extended family – Muslim marriage  
Nuclear family  
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Cultural problems 
Security problems 
CHILDREN‟S ATTITUDES TO MOTHER‟S JOB  
Proud about mother‟s job 
Request to leave job 
Both  
 
Category Step 3 
 
Social constraints and opportunities  
 
Gendered identities and responsibilities 
 
Outcomes of combining motherhood and employment 
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Appendix   F 
TRIANGULAR MODELS 
MALA (bank manager/Tamil/30) 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
  
393 
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MAYA (bank manager/Sinhalese/52) 
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MEENA (bank manager/Sinhalese/54) 
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RITHA (bank manager/Sinhalese/52) 
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SEETHA (bank manager/Sinhalese/46) 
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LEELA (doctor/Sinhalese/54) 
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NEETHA (doctor/Sinhalese/ 45) 
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NILU (doctor/Sinhalese/48) 
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RANI (doctor/Sinhalese/48) 
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SASHA (doctor/Muslim/36) 
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